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      As our helicopter tilted, Sofia and I peered through the window. Beneath us was California, a place we’d once called home. Now it looked nothing like home. Not to us, not to anyone.

      The land was etched with scars of combat, stretching further than we could see. We were gazing upon the realization of the oracle’s prediction. The mixing of that which should never be mixed. The fusion of that which should never be fused.

      The final boundaries falling.

      Towns and cities vacated. Swaths of country left to invaders. New human settlements built atop high elevations and closed off by higher walls.

      America had morphed into a new land. A land marked by a myriad of supernaturals, yet shared with mundane humans. A multitude of incompatible races, living as one.

      Meanwhile, we in The Shade remained as we had always remained. Strong. United. Unshakable. Only now, our responsibilities lay no longer with ourselves alone.

      Others claimed to be protectors, but we all knew the truth.

      We were the only true warriors left in this world devoid of rules…
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      I stood on the veranda of my husband’s and my treehouse, gazing out over our dark island while sipping from a cup of chamomile tea. A fragrant breeze rustled the redwood trees surrounding me and touched my skin. I breathed in deeply. The sun had not yet risen beyond the boundary of the island. It was still early morning, my favorite time of day. This morning, however, I would not have long to relish the quiet.

      “Sofia,” Derek called through the open kitchen window. “You know the time, right?”

      I glanced down at my watch. Four-thirteen AM.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “We’re leaving soon. You should get ready.”

      I swallowed the last of my tea and returned inside.

      We’d received a call at three AM this morning from Fowler—our assigned point of contact with the US government. Long gone were the days of The Shade being a secret from the world, as were the days when the hunters were the authorities’ only means of recourse. In fact, the hunters weren’t even called hunters any more, at least not officially. Their organization had been christened the IBSI—the International Bureau for Supernatural Investigation—about fifteen years ago, and they were known to the world as officers. Although we would always call them hunters. Their work eclipsed that of the FBI now, or any other country’s law enforcement organization for that matter. These days, the proportion of human-provoked incidents was insignificant in the face of those provoked by supernatural immigrants. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard about a human crime being reported on the news.

      It was an everyday sight now to see beaches cordoned off due to an infestation of mermaids, mountain towns and villages abandoned after an ogre invasion, or woods and forests deserted due to werewolves marking territory. We were just lucky that species like jinn, fae and witches didn’t have a lot of interest in showing themselves—they were around for sure, but they didn’t cause as much disruption as they could have. At least, not yet.

      And then there were the Bloodless, a whole other problem in themselves. It was hard to believe that an epidemic of mutant vampirism could have become so widespread, so quickly… and all of it started by just two rogues. Julie and her escaped companion. I suspected Aisha would go to her grave regretting not having killed that girl while she’d had the chance.

      As Aisha had suspected at the time, Julie had escaped the uninhabited islet. What had happened next, however, nobody could have predicted. Through pieces of news and information we’d managed to gather in the aftermath, we’d figured out that they’d managed to survive in the ocean for days before hijacking a ship. They’d turned all the crew on board and then headed for the nearest land mass, which happened to be Hawaii. Surprisingly cunning and intelligent creatures, the now large group of Bloodless had done everything they could to remain undercover while they began infiltrating the population at an alarming speed.

      Of course, they couldn’t remain hidden for long. I still remembered the night Eli had showed up at our apartment. He’d taken us to see a news report of what we’d thought at the time was an isolated incident; it was a dead Bloodless, in fact. One of the early arrivals who’d gotten caught. But things soon spiraled after that, with more and more sightings, until the government declared it an epidemic. From Hawaii, the Bloodless spread to surrounding countries—the worst hit being Japan, Canada and the US—in their determination to create more of their kind. The IBSI had already gone to great lengths trying to find a cure, but they had failed.

      It was at this point that Derek and I had decided it was time to make contact with the surrounding governments. We might be safe in our cozy sanctuary here in The Shade, but this planet was our home, too. It was only right that we offered whatever help we could.

      They had accepted readily since, at the time, the IBSI was still largely in development mode—they had not developed the hybrid supernatural mutants they had today, for example. We’d formed an army of our strongest people and been given official and international recognition as The Shadow League—abbreviated TSL—with Ben and Derek listed as commander and commander in chief respectively. The IBSI weren’t happy about it, betraying early on where their real motives lay: in power and control. But at the time, there wasn’t much they could do to protest, since they weren’t yet a strong enough force to tackle the situation on their own.

      The Shadow League had worked overtime in those early years of tumult to create effective partitions between humans and supernaturals—something our witches and jinn proved invaluable with. Many of the boundaries in the United States that still stood today were charmed with protection by their magic.

      We’d also attempted to find a cure for the Bloodless, even going to the extent of bringing a handful of the heinous creatures back to our own island for the witches to test on, but in the end, we’d failed.

      Then the IBSI had finished developing their technology and had bred an army of mutants—mutants who were still to this day a mystery. They appeared to be a cocktail of griffin, dragon, werewolf, and I didn’t even know what else. All we knew was that they were killing machines. They could fly, breathe fire, and run with frightening speed. They were also impervious to the Bloodless, whom they tore to shreds in seconds with their razor-like talons.

      They had been known to attack humans due to insufficient training, but thankfully, those incidents had gotten fewer and fewer over the years. It was rare to find a human settlement these days that was not surrounded by such creatures guarding the boundaries, keeping out trespassers, while very effectively keeping in residents.

      They had not been successful, however, in eradicating other supernaturals on any significant scale. This was something that the hunters were still working tirelessly towards, but truth be told, I doubted they would ever be successful.

      Once the IBSI came to prominence, we of The Shadow League had found ourselves being called less and less, until eventually we were relegated to the waters surrounding our island.

      We had received one such call at three AM this morning on one of ten special phones charmed by Corrine to accept outside communication, each given to selected members of TSL. We didn’t have the full details yet; we just knew that we needed to take the sub and start heading to the Northern Mariana Islands. Fowler had promised to provide more information along the way.

      I entered the kitchen to see Derek already dressed. I took a moment to appreciate how handsome he looked with his dark hair still wet from a shower. He was wearing the sleek black uniform that all of us were afforded, complete with a silver badge inscribed with the letters TSL.

      His vivid blue eyes settled on me. “You look tired,” he commented.

      “I’ll be fine once I freshen up,” I replied, before kissing his jaw and going to take a shower. After I washed and changed into my own uniform, the two of us gathered our backpacks and descended in the elevator. We made our way briskly through the forest and arrived at the training ground that held the Armory.

      I felt a stab of melancholy as I took in the building—so different from the old one that used to stand in its place. The old Armory had held some of my earliest memories with Derek. He had taken me there to learn how to defend myself. Then it had been used for storing medieval weapons. There had been swords, spears, stakes… we barely had room for those kinds of weapons these days. It was all filled with the most cutting-edge combat equipment, supplied directly by the authorities—mostly guns and explosives of various types, designed with specific supernatural species in mind. The building itself was no longer the stone construction it had been; we’d had to rebuild it from the ground up. It was a modern building now, with a steel exterior and a concave glass roof.

      I shook away my nostalgia as Derek and I reached the steel door. He pressed his thumb against the screen by its side and the entrance glided open. It was important that we kept high security in this place now; we couldn’t have any of the island’s meddlesome youth wandering in. Only members of the League had the ability to open this door.

      We stepped inside to see a group of people already here, milling around the weapons and piling them into five large metal cases.

      Nearest to us were my father Aiden and son Ben.

      “Mornin’,” Ben said, his voice croaky.

      “Good morning,” I said, kissing his cheek, before giving my father’s shoulder a squeeze.

      My father wore a golden band around his finger now. He had married Kailyn nearly two decades ago. Both were still incredibly happy, and it was rare to witness an argument between the two. To this day I couldn’t express how much it warmed my heart to finally see him settle down with somebody who deserved him.

      Next to my father was Lucas, also looking rather dashing in his uniform. He was floating near the ceiling, fishing for some of the larger guns we kept up there. As he descended, I realized he had cropped his hair short, which gave him the appearance of a military officer. Unlike my father, he had no band of gold around any finger. Although he’d had a number of relationships over the years—first with Adelle, who’d returned to the island soon after Ben and River’s wedding, and then with a slew of others—he still had not found “the one”. He’d been single for the last year, but he seemed content.

      I was just thankful every day he hadn’t reverted back to his old self after The Underworld’s influence had worn off of him. He and Derek got on now as brothers should; they had become friends and comrades, even if they did have their moments of disagreement on occasion… but what siblings didn’t?

      We worked together to fill up the cases with all the weapons we needed before picking them up and carrying them out of the Armory. We headed for the Port.

      “Nervous?” my father asked, as he strode beside me.

      We had gone on so many of these missions by now, there was little that could make me nervous anymore. Today, however, was a bit different. Today a batch of five new recruits would be joining the League.

      “Just thinking about the young ones,” I muttered.

      “But they’ve earned their stripes,” Ben reassured me. “Dad and I made sure of that.”

      I nodded. “I don’t doubt that.”

      

      A number of people were already gathered in the clearing before the Port as we arrived. Many here weren’t even members of the League. I pulled out my notepad and began to check off our members to see if we were still waiting for anyone to arrive.

      Kyle stood with his wife, Anna—both now in their mid-fifties—kissing and saying goodbye to one another. Although we made it a general rule not to allow humans to become members of the League, Kyle was an exception since he never left the sub; he was in charge of navigating it.

      River stood waiting for Benjamin with their seventeen-year-old daughter, Grace. My lovely half-fae, half-human grandchild. The story of her conception was a long one, but River had managed to turn back into a human to conceive; then, after Grace had grown a few years, River had chosen to revert to a full vampire. Ben and River were members… and after today’s induction, Grace would be, too.

      Cameron and Liana—also vampires now—stood with Jeramiah and their also turned daughter Pippa and son Cedric. Pippa and Jeramiah had gotten married two years ago. All were members, except Pippa and Cedric.

      I milled about, continuing to tick off names:

      Rose and Caleb—without their fifteen-year-old human daughter, Hazel, and twelve year old son, Benedict, both of whom I suspected were still tucked up in bed. Rose and Caleb had turned temporarily so they could have them, and then reverted back to vampires once they were old enough.

      Kailyn, who’d just wandered over to Aiden.

      Claudia and Yuri, saying goodbye to their human daughter and non- League member, eighteen-year-old Ruby.

      Mona, Kiev and their strapping half-warlock seventeen-year-old, Brock.

      Ibrahim, Corrine and their seventeen-year-old daughter, Arwen.

      Jeriad with the beast of a son he’d raised with Sylvia, nineteen-year-old Heath.

      Aisha and Horatio, who, although married, were still childless.

      Ashley and Landis, standing without their thirteen-year-old human son.

      Zinnia, Gavin and their vampire son, Griffin, along with his vampire wife, Becky.

      Eli and Shayla—who’d first gotten together shortly after my son’s wedding—married but as yet without a child.

      Micah and Kira; Abby and Erik; both couples also still childless.

      I paused going down the list of adults to count the number of new members. I’d spotted only four: Grace, Brock, Arwen and Heath. Hm. So where is our fifth? As I noted the absence of Vivienne and Xavier, I realized…
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      “You know that after Kyle, you’re the second human to join the League,” my mom told me as she zipped up the jacket of my black uniform.

      I raised my light blue eyes to meet my mother’s violet-blue ones in the mirror. She looked concerned, but resigned.

      “Yeah,” I said. “If an assistant to Kyle in the sub can even be considered a real member.”

      “You might not leave the sub,” my mother replied, “but there can still be danger. You never know exactly what could happen.”

      I grinned at her. “Well, you and Dad will be there to keep an eye on me, won’t you?”

      She smiled back before picking up her own uniform from the bed. “You bet,” she muttered.

      If my father had not instilled in me a love of mechanics and sub navigation since I was a child, I doubted I’d be standing here right now. Some of my most cherished childhood memories were of crouching alongside my father in a submarine, working on fixing something, or sitting in the control seat with him showing me how to maneuver. Now that I’d reached the age of nineteen, I wanted to use my skills for something meaningful.

      And my parents understood that, as did the majority of other parents in The Shade. Long gone were the days when they used to hide their children away from the world in an attempt to keep them safe and sheltered—like Derek and Sofia had done initially with my cousins Rose and Ben. The ethos of parenting on our island had changed drastically in the past two decades from protecting to actively encouraging children to develop skills to help the outside world. All of us who expressed a wish to join the League underwent vigorous training, not just in combat, but also in other areas like first aid. Although, in theory, I’d have no use for anything other than my skill with machinery, I’d been prepared thoroughly like the rest.

      I swept my straight black hair into a tight bun before grabbing my backpack, which I had already filled with a bottle of water, snacks, and some extra-warm clothes in case we hit a chilly spot.

      My mother eyed me before placing her forever-cold hands on my shoulders and squeezing gently. Now she had a look of pride in her eyes, which I definitely preferred to her look of concern. She kissed my cheek. “Well, look at you all grown up,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I muttered, half yawning. I really wasn’t used to getting up at this hour…

      Glancing at myself in the mirror again, I had to admit I looked pretty kickass in this suit. It made my tall, slim body look lankier than ever—definitely not the build of a fighter. But, being fairly tight, it did highlight some musculature in my arms and thighs that I’d forgotten I had, built up from years of working with machinery.

      “Vivienne, Vicky,” my father called from outside the room. “Are you two done in there? We need to leave.”

      “You can come in,” my mother called back.

      My father opened the door and walked in, towering over us in his own uniform. His eyes warmed as he took me in. “You look so grown up.”

      “That’s what Mom just said,” I said, chuckling.

      Then my father’s eyes fell on my mother. “How come you’re not dressed yet, darling? I just got a text from Sofia. Everyone’s waiting for us.”

      “I’ll be quick,” she said. I could see she had been so absorbed in getting me ready that she had forgotten about herself.

      My mom went to the bathroom, leaving my father and me alone.

      “Come with me while we wait,” he said.

      He led me out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. On the counter were three small silver guns. He picked one up. “You remember how to use one of these?”

      “Yup,” I said.

      “Okay.” He made sure the safety catch was on before handing it to me. “On the inside of your jacket you’ll find a secret pocket. Put the gun in there and keep it there at all times… As your mother and I have told you, anything could happen.”

      

      As we arrived in the clearing, my eyes shot straight to my four fellow new recruits, Arwen, Grace, Brock and Heath. They smiled at me as I made my way over to them.

      “Hey.” I waved, arriving at their side.

      “Sleepyhead.” Grace smirked, a teasing spark in her turquoise eyes.

      “I was held up, okay?” I said, raising my hands in surrender.

      “You look pretty,” Arwen complimented me.

      “You do, too,” I replied, and it was not an empty complement. Arwen, with her chestnut-brown hair, eyes the color of light oak and caramel skin, had a natural, exotic beauty that shone through whatever she was wearing.

      “And how awesome do I look?” Brock suggested, raising his dark brows, his green eyes traveling from one of us to the other.

      Arwen giggled.

      I nudged Brock in the shoulder. “Your head is big enough.”

      “Will everyone please stand still now.” My uncle Derek’s voice boomed through the clearing. “We’re doing a final count.”

      We fell silent and waited until he’d finished. Then it was time for all of us to head to the huge black submarine—a submarine that had been granted to us by the US government.

      “Catch you guys later,” I murmured as I made my way toward Kyle. The two of us boarded the vessel. We headed to the control room and took seats. If they would let me navigate this one, it would be the largest that I’d ever had experience with. I watched intently as Kyle began preparing the controls. Although my dad was as expert as Kyle, being a vampire, he was useful for things other than navigating the sub.

      “We’re all in.” Ben’s voice came from somewhere in the back of the submarine.

      Then there came a grinding of metal, the closing of the hatch.

      “All right,” Kyle said. “Let’s go.”

      I was too busy watching what Kyle was doing to notice when my uncle Derek and my mother entered the room.

      “When will we find out what exactly we’re heading toward?” I wondered aloud.

      “Fowler’s usual way of doing things,” Derek muttered as he took a seat.

      We fixed our eyes straight ahead on the dark waters as we passed through the island’s boundary.

      

      About an hour into the journey, Kyle let me sit in his seat and I took over navigating. It really wasn’t that much more difficult than smaller subs I’d had experience with. I was in control for several hours with only occasional help from Kyle. As we began approaching the Northern Mariana Islands, I took a break.

      Leaving the control room, I stopped by the galley to pick up a glass of orange juice and then headed to the main chamber where most of the passenger seats were.

      I spotted my gang of friends in the corner and headed over to them. They were all snacking on their packed lunches… or breakfasts, as the case might be. I rummaged in my backpack for a granola bar before taking a seat next to Arwen.

      “It’s so weird to finally be on a mission,” Grace said, as she munched on a peanut-butter cookie. “Kind of nerve-racking too…” I could not blame her for feeling nervous. As much as she wanted to be here, she would actually be leaving the submarine, unlike me.

      “I don’t think you have anything to be nervous about,” Heath said in his deep baritone voice.

      Grace stopped chewing, and I couldn’t miss the adorable blush that crept to her cheeks. It was no secret to anyone that she had a crush on Heath. She was one of many girls on the island who had fallen for his rugged good looks.

      “What makes you say that?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I’ve seen you in training,” Heath said, a smile reaching his navy-blue eyes.

      “Back in a minute,” Brock muttered. He put down his sandwich and stood up. I guessed he was going to use the bathroom, but to my shock, before he walked away, he placed a kiss against Arwen’s cheek.

      I widened my eyes, gaping at Arwen as Brock left.

      “What?” I stammered. “Since when have you two been…?”

      Arwen bit her lower lip. “Since, uh… yesterday actually. He asked me out after math class.”

      Well, that explained why she had not told me yet. Their going out was not entirely unexpected though. I’d observed them giving each other the eye for a while at school.

      Then a grin split my face. I looked around to see if I could spot Corrine or Ibrahim, but they didn’t appear to be in the room. “Does your mom know you’ve hooked up with Kiev’s son yet?” I asked Arwen.

      She half scowled, half grinned at me. “No, not yet.”

      I chuckled. “Please do invite me round for dinner when you plan to tell her.”

      Arwen narrowed her eyes at me. “Definitely not.”

      The discord between Corrine and Kiev was a long-running joke on our island, even though Corrine had forgiven Kiev like two decades ago for his past… mostly. Anyway, Arwen and Brock were a good match for each other, being full witch and half warlock. I didn’t see why either of her parents would object.

      Brock hadn’t possessed the powers of a full warlock from birth, but he had worked hard under his mother’s tutelage and he could pretty much pull off any spell from what I knew. He used to get himself in trouble when he was a kid, messing around with spells and potions—hence the faint scar beneath his cheek where he had once tried hovering knives. He was lucky to have lived to tell the tale, first from the knives, and then the chastisement his parents had given him. I doubted he’d played with knives again after that.

      I averted my eyes to Grace and Heath. If they ever got together, I couldn’t help but feel that they would make another perfect couple. Heath was half-dragon, and although he could not shift into a beastly form—unlike some of the other half-human, half-dragon kids who’d been born in The Shade—he was able to breathe fire, even as a humanoid. Just not in as much intensity as a dragon could. Grace, on the other hand, was half fae, and she could manipulate natural elements, fire especially. I could not wait to see them work together as a team.

      When Brock returned, he leaned over to Arwen again, this time taking the liberty of kissing her full on the mouth.

      Grace and I rolled our eyes.

      “You two should just get a room already,” Heath muttered, biting into his apple.

      Arwen and Brock ignored the three of us and continued to make out as if nobody else was present.

      Grace—her cheeks still rather rosy—cleared her throat. She was clearly about to change the subject when Ben’s voice came booming through the chamber.

      “Attention, please,” Ben said, moving inside. “We have details. I’m not sure how many of you remember reports of that missing cargo ship off the coast of Canada? Well, it’s been located and that’s where we’re headed; the assumption is that supernaturals hijacked it.”

      “But we have no idea what kind of supernaturals?” Eli spoke up from his seat next to Shayla.

      Ben shook his head, addressing Eli even as his eyes fell on his daughter, Grace. “Be prepared for anything.”
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      It was a bizarre feeling to be looking at my daughter, Grace, sitting in this submarine. Already sixteen years old. How the time had flown. I still remembered the day she was born like it was yesterday. What a miracle she had been to us as she emerged into the world for the first time, hardly even crying. River and I had both shed tears. It’d been a long, hard struggle for both of us, and on many a day we’d believed that we would never have a child of our own.

      We had first tried to conceive while River was still a half-blood, thinking that just maybe, since she was still half human, it would work. But it didn’t. I also considered the possibility that there could be a problem with me. Could fae even have children? I didn’t  know. None of the other fae who were on the island—Lucas, Kailyn, Marcilla, Chantel or Nolan—had begotten children while in their fae bodies, so I was left in the dark. River had suggested that we continue to look for a cure for her, since it was most likely her womb that was the problem.

      And so had begun a journey that I wouldn’t wish upon anyone. We’d tried the same cure that worked on full vampires—a dose of immune blood followed by exposure to sunlight in the Pit. At least the risk of death was less for her, since half-bloods could tolerate sunlight much better, and I was able to sit with her. We sat there for the usual time it took vampires to be cured, and hours more. But by the end of the day, she still hadn’t changed.

      Eventually, with the help of the witches and jinn, we’d realized that the trick was to stay there longer still. So we gave her a more intensive course. We arrived at the Pit early in the morning before the sun rose, in order to catch the first rays upon her skin, and then stayed the rest of the day right up until dusk. We returned to our home and slept for a few hours, and then returned again at the break of dawn. We did this for three days in a row, and finally it happened. She turned back into a full human.

      I’d never forget the joy of that moment. We were like bunnies for a while, and shortly after, our daughter was conceived. We called her Grace because that was exactly what she was to us. Half fae, half human, although she couldn’t thin herself or fly like I could, she possessed the power to manipulate elements—fire especially.

      As I gazed at my daughter now, all grown up, I felt quite overwhelmed by emotions. This was the first true transition into adulthood—joining the League, and embarking on her first mission.

      Leaning down, I kissed her forehead.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      Her turquoise eyes met mine. “Yep,” she replied, a little too quickly.

      Drawing two earpieces from my jacket pocket, I positioned one around Grace’s right ear while putting the other on mine. It was our method of communication while on the cargo ship, which our sonar had already detected by now. I estimated we’d be ready to board within twenty minutes. “Only a few of us will climb aboard first,” I said, now addressing the group of new recruits. “But you will be included; as part of your induction it’s important to go through all stages of a mission. You will each accompany your parents. They’ll equip you with your own earpieces. I suggest you go to them now.”

      I took Grace’s hand while the others went their separate ways.

      “Will Mom come too?” Grace asked.

      “She’ll come later,” I said, cracking a smile. “For now it’s just you and me.”

      

      Once we were close enough, our initial group of scouts opened the hatch and climbed out onto the roof of the submarine. The creaking, rust-colored cargo ship loomed over us like a monster. It truly was massive, possibly used for transporting heavy machinery.

      The witches among us—Ibrahim, Corrine, Arwen, Brock, Mona and Shayla—vanished us onto its sprawling deck. Then we split up to begin our search. We checked the entire deck and verified it was devoid of life. Then we split up into pairs and trios to begin searching the rest of the ship.

      Keeping Grace close to me, I crept through a door and descended a narrow staircase to the level beneath.

      “Now tell me,” I whispered to her as we reached a wide corridor at the bottom of the stairs. “Before we decide on any course of action, what is the first thing that we must always do?”

      “Scope the place out for vulnerabilities, i.e. humans.”

      “Good,” I said.

      We moved down the corridor and reached the end of it. Every door in the hallway had been open, leading into empty cabins. We turned left down another corridor and then another. Still no signs of life. Then, on the third level down, Kiev’s voice crackled through our earpieces.

      “Ogres,” he said. “From the fifth level downward. So far, they all appear asleep.”

      I grimaced, exchanging a glance with my daughter, whose eyes were wide and alert.

      “Glad it’s not Bloodless,” Grace murmured.

      “Yes. I guess it could be worse,” I replied. “Now, if all is going to plan, the witches will be sealing off the areas the ogres are in. Remind me why that is?”

      “Because, wherever possible, humans need to be located and evacuated first, before supernaturals are stirred… and we still don’t know if there are humans here.”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      Our earpieces went silent for a while again, with the occasional person chiming in to say that they had still found no humans, although they were discovering more pockets of ogres to seal off. As Grace and I ventured deeper, we too began finding sleeping ogres in the larger storage rooms.

      “Maybe there are no humans here,” Grace whispered.

      “That is an assumption we never make until we have searched in every nook and cranny.”

      As if to prove my point, we had just finished scoping out our portion of the ship when Jeriad spoke: “We’ve found humans. Head to the tenth floor down—” His breath hitched suddenly. “Oh, gods. This is not good. Hurry, people.”

      I grabbed Grace’s hand and we rushed downward. We spotted a group at the end of a long corridor, standing outside a steel door. All of them were already there, waiting for us, except the witches. My father looked at me darkly as he indicated the steel door. I stared at it and could already detect a nasty stench coming through. The stench of rotting bodies.

      “We already took a look,” Xavier said, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “A lot are already dead.”

      “All right, well, now that all of us are here”—I looked to Grace pointedly so she understood that I was emphasizing another point in her training now—“we must go in and salvage all those we can, and then later come back to deal with the ogres.”

      We steeled ourselves as Jeriad and Heath pushed open the door. The stench was so overwhelming, I was worried one of us would pass out. As we descended, I fumbled against the walls and found a light for the non-vampires among us. The scene beneath us was just as bad as the smell. I wanted to cover my daughter’s eyes, but I reminded myself that gone were the days where we hid our children away.

      As Xavier said, many corpses scattered the floors, and those still alive hardly appeared to be in a much better state. They all looked painfully emaciated, some of them with limbs missing, maybe even half chewed off. All of them were men, with the same dark uniform. Workers. Poor guys. The ogres had not cleaned out their food bunker in a while…

      “Okay,” my father said, grimacing. “The witches are still sectioning off the ogres—there appear to be more than we thought—but in the meantime we can start salvaging… whomever there is to salvage.”

      We tried to work efficiently, forming a chain as we escorted the surviving humans up the stairs one at a time and laid them down in the corridor. Once we’d fetched as many as our present group could carry, we hurried with them back up to the deck. In the meantime, we communicated instructions via the intercom to those waiting in the submarine. By the time we arrived on the upper deck, my aunt Vivienne, my mother and Rose had already prepared five lifeboats. We had taken the humans who’d looked like they had the most chance of living during this first shift. We needed to hurry them to the submarine where they could start receiving medical treatment.

      We carried them into the boats and escorted them back across the waves toward our submarine. Here, we formed another human chain to lower them down.

      Corrine spoke through our earpieces. “Okay. The ogres are dealt with.”

      “Good,” my father said. “Head down to the humans, and help us get the rest off quickly.” We had more witches in the submarine, but we needed them to stay down there to begin treating the wounded.

      Having emptied the boats of humans, we were about to head back to the ship when a blinding light flashed in the sky, followed by a deafening explosion that sent shockwaves through the ocean. The submarine rocked violently. My eyes, still sore from the flash, traveled up to see a large black helicopter shaped like a wasp with letters painted on its side: IBSI. They had just dropped a bomb.

      “Hunters.” My father spat the word like a curse.

      The humans. Our witches. They were still on the ship.

      We were all in a state of shock.

      “Mona! Brock!” Kiev roared. He looked like he was about to dive into the ocean and swim toward the burning ship when our witches manifested themselves about twenty feet away from us. We all let out a sigh in unison. Hovering over the water, each of them appeared singed, but thankfully for the most part unscathed. The remaining humans, on the other hand, could not have survived that blast.

      All our attention—our shock, fury and indignation—was directed at the hunters.

      What the hell do they think they’re doing?
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      I could hardly remember feeling more furious than I did in that moment. As the helicopter descended toward us, I caught a glimpse of Bradley Thornton’s bald head through the opening side door. Oh, how I hated this man’s guts. He was an “officer” of the IBSI in charge of operations in Australia, all the way up to Japan. Although he was not supposed to be in charge of the ocean, he had been known to encroach before… but never like this.

      My hands were twitching to get on the phone to Fowler so I could yell myself hoarse until I got Thornton fired, when ropes unraveled from the helicopter and four hunters slid down—Thornton included—landing with a thunk on the roof of our sub.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Ben and I bellowed at once.

      “This mission was allotted to us,” I seethed, taking a step closer to Thornton and glaring daggers into his eyes. “We were in the middle of an operation. Your actions have just murdered possibly a hundred innocent citizens.”

      Thornton eyed us with an infuriatingly calm expression. “And that is regrettable,” he said, his voice nasally. He glanced toward the wreckage of the ship, which was now beginning to sink. “I’m aware that this mission was allotted to you, but we happened to be passing this way.”

      I waited for him to continue. Nothing. That was his explanation.

      My hands practically shaking with fury, I shoved my hand into my pocket and pulled out my phone. I dialed Fowler’s number.

      He picked up after a few rings. “Fowler,” I bellowed into the phone, possibly a little too loudly, but the chopper’s blades were deafening. “Officer”—I hated to use the word—“Thornton and his men have jeopardized our entire operation, slaughtered possibly up to a hundred humans, and almost killed my colleagues in the process.”

      Silence.

      “Fowler?” I shouted.

      I heard him draw in a breath. “I’m here, Novak,” he responded.

      “What is going on?” I roared.

      He cleared his throat. “Let me speak to Officer Thornton.”

      I shoved the phone into Thornton’s hands. Thornton raised it to his ear. “Yes. Hm. Of course. I understand. Yes.” Then he passed the phone back to me, his face still punchably calm.

      “I’ve spoken to Thornton,” Fowler said. “He will not interrupt a mission again.”

      “And what of the human casualties?” I growled. “You’ll just forget about them? Brush them under the carpet?”

      There was a pause on the other end, and then I felt the chill run down my spine as he repeated the same words as Thornton. “It is… regrettable.”

      I hung up the phone before recasting my glare on Thornton.

      The basic problem was that the IBSI—which, in my opinion, should have just been shortened to “BS”—was more powerful than the governments. The latter were dependent on the organization. If the IBSI withdrew, the governments would be completely helpless. Through all their funding, they had created a monster.

      Technically, they still had to obey the laws, but what Thornton had just done should have been cause to immediately fire him on the spot, along with all of his men. They would’ve withdrawn their sanction of us if we’d done the same thing, but it was different rules for different people. The hunters outnumbered us astronomically, and, unlike us, they were not disposable.

      The IBSI had always taken advantage of this fact, but this was the first time I’d ever seen it so blatantly displayed.

      There was nothing more I could say to Thornton than what I was already saying with my glower.

      “Get off our submarine,” I hissed.

      Stepping back, Thornton and the two men who’d come down with him gazed up at the helicopter. I was expecting them to grip back onto the ropes so they could be pulled up. Instead, to my shock, with a giant thrust of their legs, they leapt about ten feet in the air. Grabbing hold of the runners beneath the open door, they swung themselves back up.

      We stood, still gaping, as they swung out of sight and the helicopter flew away.

      It was Sofia who finally voiced what we were all thinking: “That was an awfully high jump for a human.”

      I narrowed my eyes on the disappearing aircraft. Something is going on with these hunters.
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      This mission had certainly gotten eventful quickly.

      After the bomb went off, Kyle and I were left scrambling to steady the submarine. Once Kyle could manage by himself, I raced to the hatch to see Uncle Derek yelling at three hunters.

      Once they left in their chopper, the rest of us retreated into the sub. We headed toward the chamber of the submarine we kept especially reserved for injured humans found on excursions. I wasn’t sure when the tradition had begun, but whenever we found wounded humans we tended to take them to The Shade to nurse them back to health before returning them to their own world.

      Witches were already milling about attending them, and the rest of us assisted wherever we could. The state of these men was truly appalling. I wondered what on earth had happened to them, what they’d actually found on that ship. But I didn’t want to distract anyone by asking questions at a time like this. Once we felt we’d done all we could for the humans, at least until we returned to our island, Grace, Arwen, Brock, Heath and I retreated to a corner.

      “What happened to these men?” I asked.

      “Ogres,” Grace said grimly.

      “Now, dead ogres,” Brock added, retrieving a tissue from his pocket and wiping his singed forehead.

      “We got caught in the blaze,” Arwen explained, as she caught me observing his skin—and now I realized her skin was singed too. Her skin tone just made it harder to notice. “If we weren’t witches,” she said, “we would have been burned alive along with the rest.”

      I shuddered at the thought.

      Then Uncle Derek steamed into the room, along with Ben and my father and mother—all of them looking disturbed and angry as they looked around at the humans.

      I went to my parents. “What now?” I asked them.

      It was Derek who answered: “We return to The Shade.”
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      The journey home passed quickly. Although the witches said we could go, the five of us decided to stay with the injured. We went around offering them water and cold cloths and in general assisted in trying to keep them alive at least until we reached the island, where we could offer them full-fledged medical assistance.

      When we reached the Port, we escorted them straight to The Shade’s hospital. A sleek, steel building with many large windows, it had been constructed amid the flower-filled meadows about seven years ago. Meadow Hospital, it had been christened. It had state-of-the-art equipment afforded to us by the government due to the service that we were performing. It was here that all aspiring members of the League came to train in first aid.

      Once all the men had been given beds, Victoria, Arwen, Brock, Heath and I continued to assist for several hours until the adults dismissed us. Many of the men were in such a bad state that they were predicted to pass away during the next twelve hours, even with the witches’ assistance, but those who survived and got better would be taken to the Hawaiian government, who would return them to their homes.

      We paid a visit to the bathrooms to disinfect our hands and any other skin that had been exposed, and then left through the sliding glass exit. As we emerged in the meadow of sunflowers outside, all five of us were quiet. Contemplative.

      We reached the other side of the field and took to the forest path that would lead to the Sanctuary and then further to the Residences.

      Passing by her home, Arwen stopped and let out a yawn. “I’m so tired,” she said, her eyelids drooping. She flung herself at Brock, pressing a heated kiss against his lips, before hugging the rest of us. “I’ll catch you around.” With that, she disappeared through her front door.

      Brock took this as his cue to leave, too. He vanished himself back to the treehouse he shared with his parents in the Residences, leaving Victoria, Heath and me alone.

      I wasn’t used to such early mornings, and yesterday—a Friday—had been busy. First of all there had been school, and then I’d had a lot of homework to catch up on in the evening, so I’d gotten to bed late as it was. I should have been exhausted now, but I felt… strangely invigorated. I guessed, as disastrously wrong as our mission had gone, I was still buzzing from the experience.

      The three of us ambled along the path together and decided that, since it was a beautiful day beyond the spell of permanent night that enshrouded us, we ought to head to Sun Beach. We could relax a bit, take time to catch our breath, and then later maybe even take a nap.

      As we neared, I could tell from the noise drifting through the trees that it was packed. It always was on Saturdays. When we stepped onto the beautiful golden beach, this idyllic normalcy was bizarre to behold after what we had just been through. Wandering around our island, observing how happily and peacefully we lived, one would never guess in a million years the state of the world surrounding us.

      “Hey! Guys!” my fifteen-year-old cousin Hazel yelled to us. She was standing in the ocean, submerged to her waist in the waves, and wearing a bright yellow bikini. Her wet brown hair scattered as she came rushing over to us. “You’re back already! My parents too?” she panted.

      “Yes,” I said, giving her a hug.

      We soon found ourselves crowded by a whole group of our school friends. We sat down in a circle and told them everything that had happened.

      “I can’t believe those people!” Ruby exclaimed. “What if they interrupt another mission?”

      We continued describing our mission for about an hour until we’d said all there was to say.

      Then my twelve-year-old cousin Benedict plopped himself down between me and Heath, whom I’d been secretly enjoying sitting so close to. Benedict placed an arm around each of us. “And did you two get the chance to work together?” he asked, moving his dark brows in a stupid wiggle.

      A familiar warmth rushed to my cheeks as Heath’s breathtaking navy eyes met mine.

      “No, we didn’t get the chance,” I said, clearing my throat and making a concerted effort to keep my voice cool and collected… even as I gripped Benedict’s hand—perhaps a little too hard—and shoved it away from my shoulder.

      Benedict had somehow found out that I had a crush on Heath, and, of course, being a twelve-year-old, he took every opportunity to remind me of this fact.

      “Oh, well,” Benedict said, grinning widely as he stood up. “I’m sure you’ll both make some fire at some point.”

      Augh. My cheeks were so hot now, they did feel on fire.

      I was relieved when he ambled back over to the water. Though he stopped to throw a painfully visible wink at me just before he rushed into the waves.

      Hazel looked at me apologetically on behalf of her brother.

      I no longer felt comfortable sitting next to Heath. I stood up. “I’m going to go and take a dip,” I said, rolling up my pants.

      And maybe wring that little brat’s neck while I’m at it…
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      Derek was still seething when we returned to our penthouse. He paced back and forth in the living room, rubbing his temples.

      “That was out of line,” he said. “Way out of line. I don’t know what’s going on, but something isn’t right. Something has changed.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say or what to suggest. Knowing that the hunters could show up and jeopardize one of our missions, as they’d done this one, and get away with it… it was extremely unnerving. Nothing of this magnitude had ever happened before. Yes, they had reached locations before us—obviously on purpose—but they’d never jeopardized a mission that we were clearly in the middle of. It was like they were sending us a message…

      Derek took a seat in the armchair opposite me and leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. He was silent for a while, rubbing his face in his hands, before looking up, a spark of resolution in his eyes.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I want a look into Thornton’s headquarters.”

      I bit my lower lip. We both knew that was illegal. No spies or trespassers were allowed to go anywhere near IBSI headquarters for any reason whatsoever. If we got caught… it would certainly heighten the tension. And more than likely, we would lose the support of the authorities. If presented with a choice, they would pick the hunters over us every time.

      Still, I nodded. Something had shifted with these hunters and until we knew what it was, we couldn’t go out on another mission again without fearing for both our lives and the lives of the humans we were trying to rescue.

      “I agree, Derek,” I said, standing up and placing a hand on his shoulder. “If they don’t play by the rules, why should we?”
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      I never could have expected the League to be called on another mission so soon. I didn’t have to go, of course—none of us did—but I wanted to.

      At least this time, we knew exactly where we were heading before we left.

      Uncle Derek and Ben called a meeting in the Great Dome, where Derek informed us of his plan. He wanted to spy on the Philippines branch of IBSI, where Thornton was based. It would involve taking our chopper this time— another massive contraption given to us by the US government. Its name, Nightshade, was painted in pale blue on either side of its body. Nightshade was no ordinary helicopter though. It could convert into an amphibious tank. The witches would cast an invisibility spell over the machine, as well as mask its noise.

      Once the meeting was over, I made sure to sleep for the rest of the day because it would be another early start. When I woke up at about two AM the next morning, it felt like déjà vu.

      But as I arrived with my parents in the clearing in front of the Black Heights—where our helicopter pads were located—ours was a much smaller group than the previous day. This had been at Derek’s request, because there was really no need to take such a large group. I was pleased to spot Brock, Heath, Grace and Arwen again, however.

      “Gluttons for punishment, aren’t we?” Arwen grinned.

      “Something like that,” Brock muttered, rubbing his eyes and still looking half asleep.

      Boarding the helicopter, I parted ways with them to move to the front of the chopper where I found Kyle already in the pilot’s cabin. I had no experience piloting helicopters, that was for sure, but I was eager to watch how it was done.

      Kyle waited until my father gave him the go-ahead, and then, blades slicing the air, we launched upward through the boundary and into the star-speckled sky.

      

      I ended up falling asleep in my chair for most of the journey. When I woke up, we were already descending. I gazed out of the window. The sun was close to peeking above the horizon and sprawled beneath us was a vast compound of square, steel buildings with tinted glass windows, surrounded by dense jungle. Kyle piloted us back to the shore which lined the edge of the jungle and we touched down on a deserted beach.

      Kyle pressed a series of buttons and the aircraft transformed into a tank. We rolled across the beach, following a path into the jungle that had already been carved out by other tanks, until we neared the entrance to the compound—towering steel gates. It would of course be too risky to park here, so we continued along the wide path, deeper into the jungle, until we found a spot further out of the way, that still afforded us a view of the entrance.

      Derek, Ben, Lucas and my parents sat behind me. I looked to them, raising my brows and wondering what was next.

      Ben and Lucas exchanged glances, then stood up. “We will leave now,” Ben said. “Can’t say how long we will be.”

      “Be careful,” Sofia said, hugging Ben.

      “Yeah,” he muttered.

      “And you, too, Uncle Lucas,” I added with a smile, not wanting him to feel left out.

      He smirked at me appreciatively and ruffled my hair before he and Ben thinned themselves and left the room.

      “So… what are they going to do exactly?” I asked my mother.

      “They will get an initial scope of the place and report back,” she replied.

      Of course, I understood why those two were going. As fae, they were the least likely to be detected and set off alarms. The IBSI could detect witches in their vicinity. Fae were a species that they had much less experience with, because, thankfully, fae had not paid Earth much attention. It seemed that the main attraction the human realm had for them was for collecting ghosts to deliver to the ghouls. But that pact had been broken long ago. There had certainly been no sightings and no major natural disasters that we had reason to believe they were the cause of.

      More of our group—including Brock, Arwen, Grace and Heath—came to sit with us in the control room and together we gazed out of the window, our eyes fixed on the headquarters’ entrance. This became pretty tedious after a while. Grace rummaged in one of the compartments and found a card game, which we busied ourselves with, but we got tired of that too as the hours passed.

      After three hours, we were starting to feel anxious.

      “Do you think something could have happened?” Sofia asked.

      “I doubt that,” Derek said—the calmest of all of us. “Remember, this place is huge. It will take them a long time to look around thoroughly.”

      And so we continued to wait and watch and fidget. Arwen and Brock slipped away toward the back of the vehicle after another half hour. Since Corrine was here, and it seemed Arwen still hadn’t told her about Brock, they were keeping things more low key. The rest of us lapsed back into conversation. Then, as I stood up to stretch my legs and gazed around the jungle again, something caught my eye through the trees.

      “What’s that?” I whispered, pressing my face against the window to get a closer look.

      “What?” my mother asked. Everyone shot up from their chairs and looked to where I was indicating, to the left of our vehicle. I wasn’t sure exactly what I’d seen myself, but it had been movement. Something moving. “It could’ve just been an animal,” I began, before a group of five men in IBSI uniforms emerged through the trees. They were carrying a large metal case. We watched with bated breath as they passed us and walked toward the headquarters’ entrance.

      “I wonder what they’re carrying in that case,” Rose murmured.

      “And where exactly they’re dragging it from,” Grace added.

      I frowned. Grace had a point. I had seen from the chopper that to the west was nothing but jungle for miles and miles.

      The hunters soon disappeared through the entrance, and we were left with nothing to look at again. None of us could think of much of an explanation, so our speculations fizzled out and gave way to silence until Ben and Lucas finally returned. I could already tell from their expressions that their excursion had not been successful.

      Making themselves solid, they both slumped down into seats. “Nothing really to report,” Ben said. “We probably roamed through fifty laboratories. We checked bottles and ingredients, couldn’t make out what most things were for the life of us. Also checked residential quarters. They have a massive underground compound for mutants, though that’s nothing new. We didn’t manage to eavesdrop on any pertinent conversations. I would suggest, however,” Ben added, “that we try again at a different time of day. We’re here now, so I suggest we stay the night. Lucas and I can enter again tonight. If we still have no luck, then I guess we’ll all just return to the island.”

      “All right,” Derek said. “Does anyone have any objections to that?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      

      Nightshade, our helicopter-cum-tank, was equipped with bunks, and there were also toiletry supplies and plenty of food and water. I ended up sharing a double bunk with Grace. Around eleven PM, after Ben and Lucas left again, we snuggled up next to each other on the mattress.

      I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Good night,” I whispered.

      “Yeah…” she said, smirking. “Like either of us is gonna get any sleep.”

      She had a point. My mind was too alert now that we were here, just outside the IBSI headquarters. Grace especially would be worrying about her father.

      We ended up chatting late into the night to take our minds off the wait. We talked about school, mostly, before I broached the topic of Heath. To counteract this, she quickly changed the topic to my “love life”.

      “Well, Vicky?” she asked, propping her head up against the pillow. “Do you really not fancy anyone on the island?”

      I smiled at her, then shrugged. It wasn’t like I avoided boys. I had a lot of male friends whom I was close to. I guessed I just hadn’t found that “spark” yet… whatever that even was. I told Grace this, and there honestly wasn’t much more to say on the subject.

      We continued chatting about other things until I took a break to go to the toilet. On my way back, I stopped by the fridge to grab a cold bottle of water. I was about to return to the bunk when Kyle, who had still been sitting in the control room, called, “More of them.”

      Everyone jumped out of bed and hurried to the control room. Indeed, we saw more of those uniformed hunters. There were eight this time, carrying two large metal cases between them. I guessed they contained equipment of some kind, maybe weapons. But, again, where were they coming from? It made no sense.

      As they disappeared into headquarters, we were once again left to our speculations. Only this time, Rose said, “I want to go take a look through those trees.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Caleb said, and soon everyone else was offering to go too, including myself. I guessed for many of us this was more out of boredom than anything else—an excuse to get some fresh air and stretch our legs.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Derek said, holding up a hand and shaking his head. “There’s no point in all of us going. Six of us can go; six at a time. And no longer than fifteen minutes for each batch,” he added, looking at us sternly—especially me and the other youngest four. “Or I will come hunting you down myself.”

      Grace, Heath, Arwen, Brock and I ended up being allowed out first along with Corrine, perhaps since we’d been first to rush to the exit. We donned high, thick boots, and with our durable, long uniforms, we were fairly well protected from insects. My father handed each of us a mini-flashlight.

      The door to the tank opened silently and we stepped outside into the cool jungle. I stowed my hands in my pockets as we touched down in the undergrowth and began to make our way slowly, cautiously through the trees toward the direction we’d seen the hunters emerge from.

      After we’d been roaming for about five minutes, coming across nothing but more trees and bushes, we split into pairs so that we could cover more ground. Being closest to Arwen, I took her hand, while, also due to proximity, Brock partnered with Corrine… leaving Grace and Heath together.

      I kept a keen eye on my watch as we wandered for the next five minutes. Just as I was resigning myself to not finding anything in the short amount of time my uncle had given us, voices rang through the trees. Male voices. Hunters’ voices. Who else could they be?

      Arwen and I ducked to the ground and peered out from behind a bush towards the sounds.

      “They should have dropped it by now,” one said.

      “Stand back,” another called.

      Flashlights flickered on about twenty feet away from us. Then came the sound of crashing. Metal colliding with wood. A deep groan; someone in pain. Heavy breathing. Something heavy being dragged against the ground. Another case? Then I heard the trudging of footsteps. The hunters were moving through the undergrowth. As they came within our view, they were not carrying anything. To my relief, they sped up into a jog and raced right past us, toward the direction of headquarters.

      Once they were definitely gone, Arwen and I exchanged glances in the gloom. Someone else from our group sighed nearby. I, however, did not feel relief for long. Curiosity burned in my veins as to what the hunters had just “dropped”. Dropped from where?

      Catching Arwen’s hand, I pulled her toward the trees that the hunters had emerged from. As we emerged in a small clearing, we found ourselves staring down at a gaping black hole in the ground. A starry abyss. A portal to another realm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      Arwen and I were in too much of a daze to even call to the others about what we had just found. We moved to the edge of the portal, gazing down into it.

      My head spun. Where did this lead to? And the hunters, they had passed through it? And they also said they had dropped something through it from the other side. What other side? What had they dropped?

      I whirled around to take in the small clearing better and that was when I spotted it. Only six feet away, partially obscured by trees, stood a cast-iron cage large enough to hold three men. At first I thought that it was empty, but then I saw the form of a man, slumped against the bars, cast in shadow.

      Arwen’s breath hitched as I clutched her shoulder and spun her around. I dared shine my flashlight to get a better view of him as we neared. He had thick, wavy black hair, strands of which hung over his face. I couldn’t see his face much at all. His head lolled over his chest. But his body was tall, broad and muscled… too muscled for a human. He wore a tattered shirt, which I guessed had once been white, but was now so covered in bloodstains it was hard to tell, and ripped black pants.

      Crouching down by the cage, I ventured closer and shone my light directly toward his face.

      “Hello?” I breathed.

      His head lifted slowly and I found myself staring into a pair of savage gray eyes framed by heavy brows… The face of a young man. I would guess no older than twenty. His jaw was chiseled, his mouth set in a thin, hard line as he grimaced.

      “Who are you?” I whispered. Now that life had returned to his face, I realized just how fine a man he was. His features were noble, regal almost. He certainly didn’t look like he belonged in a cage.

      He furrowed his brows and I wondered whether he might not understand me. Then he crawled closer to me, wincing as he moved. He was obviously in a lot of pain. His voice was deep and guttural as he rasped, “Please. Get me out.”

      I exchanged a panicked glance with Arwen, who was looking quite lost as to what to do.

      “Are you… a werewolf?” she stammered.

      He nodded.

      I’d known he wasn’t human, I just hadn’t been able to quite put my finger on it. But now I could see he had the characteristics of a wolf. That would certainly explain his physique and there was a wolflike quality to his ears and teeth, a subtle sharpness. But it was night time. If he was a werewolf, he should be in his beastly form now. Unlike dragons, werewolves had no control over when they shifted.

      “Why haven’t you shifted?” I breathed. “It’s the dead of night. And why are you here?” What are they doing with you? Why did they trap you in here? Where did you come from? A dozen questions crowded my brain at once.

      “No time,” he whispered, shaking his head. Urgency pulsed in his gray irises as he locked his gaze on me.

      My heart hammered against my chest. Those hunters could come back any moment now, probably with a vehicle to transport this cage to headquarters. Without thinking further, I whispered to Arwen, “Free him!”

      She looked at me in alarm. “What?”

      “You heard me.” I didn’t know this man at all, but this… this just wasn’t right. The way they had him locked up in this cage, battered, cut and bruised—this wasn’t a humane way to treat anyone, be they animal, human, or supernatural. And every instinct told me that if he reached headquarters, he would never come out again.

      “Okay,” Arwen said, her voice shaking.

      She performed a spell to weaken five bars. Before she’d even finished the job, the wolf, even in his weakened state, gripped them and pried them open, finishing the rest of the job himself. He staggered out, his knees unsteady, before locking eyes with me again. His wintry gaze was so intense, I almost felt threatened by it. But then he bowed his head slightly and the next thing I knew he had turned on his heels and leapt through the portal.

      About ten seconds later, Arwen gasped. She was pointing to the base of the cage, where a red light was blinking. A red light that definitely had not been there a minute ago. I swore beneath my breath. Of course they would’ve installed an alarm.
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      “I’m worried they aren’t back yet,” my sister said as she sat opposite me in the control room, her hands clasped together.

      The first group of six had overshot their time allowance by four minutes. I was disappointed in Corrine. I had trusted that she would herd them back in time and not get carried away herself. Perhaps they had made a discovery, but still, that was not an excuse. They should have come back to inform us. I was about to uphold my word and go fetch them when, to my surprise, Ben and Lucas appeared in the middle of the room. Their foreheads were shiny with sweat, and the look of urgency in their eyes shook me.

      “What’s going—” I began.

      “An alarm has been triggered,” Lucas said, wiping his brow with a tissue.

      “An alarm?” Sofia gasped.

      “They can detect fae now?” Rose asked, looking stunned.

      Ben and Lucas eyed us with confusion.

      “No,” Ben said, shaking his head. “I’m sure it wasn’t us. We thought it must be you. Kyle,” he yelled into the pilot cabin. “We have to leave. Now. The mutants are coming!”

      “Wait!” I shouted, even as I cursed beneath my breath. “Your daughter’s out there!”
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      About twenty seconds after we noticed the beeping red light, something detonated silently at the base of the cage. Tongues of fire burst out, followed by a heavy smoke that blanketed the area with alarming speed and thickness. I could only assume that this punishment had been meant for the werewolf… or rather, whoever was stupid enough to free him.

      Arwen and I staggered back, choking and coughing. The smog felt toxic to my lungs. My vision became disturbingly clouded and before I knew it, I could no longer even see Arwen. Corrine shouted for us, for me. I tried to call out to her, but I only ended up choking more; my mouth and throat had dried out from the noxious fumes. I could barely even let out a whisper. I fumbled around, trying to feel for Arwen. Failing, I dropped to my knees and crawled through the undergrowth, attempting to get away from the fog. My stinging eyes began to water, impairing my vision even more. I blinked rapidly in an attempt to clear them. No chance. I have to get out of this.

      As I sped up in a panic, my hands came down against the edge of a hole in the ground. Shivers ran down my spine. I’d reached the portal. And I’d almost lost my balance and gone toppling headfirst into it. I scrambled around the edge of it as I continued trying to escape the smoke. It was still surrounding me. Forced to breathe in this smog, I didn’t think I could remain conscious much longer. My head throbbed and dizziness was overtaking me.

      Then, as if my fading mind didn’t have enough to deal with, high-pitched screeching drifted through the night air, making me stop dead in my tracks. I recognized that sound instantly.

      The mutants were coming.

      It had sounded distant, but with their supernatural speed, I knew we’d be lucky to have two minutes. Oh, no. Fighting to stand while my knees wanted nothing more than to give way and collapse, I forced my eyes open again in spite of the agony.

      “Victoria!” Grace’s voice came from somewhere to my right.

      Footsteps pounded toward me and then Grace and Heath arrived close enough for me to be able to make them out. Rushing to my side, Heath took my right arm and wrapped it around his shoulder, supporting me against him, while Grace took my left arm and did the same.

      “Come on,” she wheezed. “We’ll get you out of here.”

      I could only think that, being half-supernatural, they could bear this smoke much better than I could. Avoiding the portal, they began dragging me across the clearing… but we were too late to reunite with the others.

      Two of the mutants crashed down into the undergrowth, blocking our path. They had fearsome hawk-like heads with razor-sharp beaks. They fixed their focus on us before letting out more deafening screeches. Their spear-like tails thrashed behind them as their deadly talons dug up the ground. And then came the fire. It shot from their gaping mouths and torpedoed toward us. If Grace hadn’t been with us to divert it with her powers, we would have been scorched to a crisp. At least, I would have.

      This only angered the mutants and they jerked forward, forcing us backward until the backs of our feet were at the edge of the portal. The gun I carried in my jacket would not save us from these beasts. We only had one option left.
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      The three of us thrust ourselves backward into the portal.

      This was the first time I had ever traveled through a gate. It was the most bizarre experience, lurching into a gut-wrenching freefall through a seemingly bottomless tunnel, with no idea what we’d find on the other end. My parents had recounted to me on a number of occasions what it felt like, but nothing could’ve truly prepared me for it.

      My stomach lurched, and I was sure that I would throw up before we ever reached the other side. But as we hurtled down, I could only feel thankful that the toxic smoke no longer choked my lungs, and we’d gotten away from those monsters. I had been afraid in the first few seconds of our fall that they would leap after us, but I managed to twist myself around and verified that they hadn’t.

      When we arrived at the other end, I was totally unprepared. I hadn’t even known we’d been approaching the exit since I had been facing the other way. The three of us rocketed out and landed on cool, damp soil. The smell of wet bark filled my nostrils. I coughed, raising my head slowly. It was dark, and we had landed in some kind of… forested enclosure. The trees loomed so high, I couldn’t even see the top of them through the canopy of leaves. They were breathtakingly tall, taller than any redwood I’d seen in The Shade. Directly in front of us was a towering metal fence spiked with barbed wire. An electric fence?

      Then my eyes fell upon something far more shocking. Three large, square, steel buildings with wide tinted windows—signature architecture of the IBSI—loomed behind us.

      The sight sent my head into a tailspin. What? Where are we? Grace and Heath looked equally bewildered. We looked at each other, wide-eyed and nervous.

      “What is this place?” I whispered.

      Heath shook his head darkly, before breathing, “Wherever we are, we need to stay hid—”

      “Intruders!” a male voice boomed through the enclosure.

      We spun in its direction to see five men in IBSI uniforms racing toward us through the trees, a mutant on a leash pounding in front of them.

      “Run!” Heath roared, and although we had no idea where to run to, being trapped in this enclosure surrounded by electric fences, we scrambled toward the other side of the fence. I was still so weak, I fell behind and it killed me when the other two slowed down to keep me with them.

      Running was futile, of course. We made it about eight feet before the hunters released the mutant and it came hurtling after us. Attempting to withdraw my gun while quickening my pace to a speed my body simply couldn’t handle, I lost my footing and fell, dropping the weapon. A sharp pain shot through my ankle. I was sure I had just sprained it. I crashed to the ground, expecting to be engulfed in flames any second as the mutant arrived next to me, blocking me off from Grace and Heath, who’d tried to rush back for me.

      But instead, letting out another bloodcurdling screech, it decided to go after Grace and Heath instead—perhaps seeing its battle with me was already won. The hunters seemed to share the same thinking as they too averted their attention to Grace and Heath—but not before collecting my gun.

      Using what little strength I had left in my arms, I pulled myself across the ground toward a nearby tree. I gazed helplessly toward the mutant circling Grace and Heath. Heath exhaled a burst of fire, even as Grace made it spread and swirl around the mutant, but it simply shot upward in retreat before unleashing a plume of its own flames down on them.

      I craned my neck in anxiety as they backed away behind a thicket and… I didn’t have a chance to see what happened next.

      With a dull thud, something dropped down from the tree I was backed up against. Before I could look up, a thick, steely arm snaked around my waist and hauled me upward. My feet left the ground. Something, someone with incredible strength and speed was swinging me up the tree.

      Craning my neck even as my stomach lurched at the sheer height I suddenly found myself at, I realized I was staring up at… that man. The werewolf we had freed.

      Crap. He was climbing the tree with the power of a single arm while the other kept me bound tightly against him… suffocatingly tight. But at the speed he was traveling, he couldn’t grip me tight enough to make me feel secure.

      A round of shouts came from beneath us. I was too afraid to look down now, but as gunshots fired, it was clear they had spotted me escaping. We’d reached the top of the tree by now, and with a leap that made my blood run cold, the wolf man lurched toward a neighboring treetop. And then he jumped again, and again, and again, like a wolf incarnation of Tarzan, from branch to branch, tree to tree, until we had reached the trees that stood outside the boundary.

      He paused to catch his breath, but he did not stop here. My heart felt like it was going to give way as he continued to create distance between us and the hunters. Only when the screeching and shouts faded did he swing to lower branches before eventually landing on the ground with stunning grace, as though he were born to climb trees.

      The dense wood had become so eerily quiet I could practically hear the blood pounding in my ears. Still gripping me firmly, he lowered me to the ground before standing over me. His cool eyes bored down into mine, his lips parted slightly as he breathed.

      There were a hundred questions I could have asked in that moment, but the first one that came to my lips was:

      “Why did you do that?”

      He furrowed his thick brows, head cocking slightly to one side. He scrutinized me as though he found my question curious. “You helped me,” he replied in a low voice. “Now… I have helped you.”
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      As Heath and I backed toward the bushes, the mutant continued to circle us.

      Oh, God. Where is Victoria?

      “More are coming,” Heath grunted.

      A thick iron gate at the base of one of the buildings slid open, and out flew three more mutants. Their screeches stung my ears as they lurched forward.

      Heath let out another storm of fire, which I did my best to spread around us as a shield, but of course, these were creatures of fire themselves. Although the blaze was uncomfortable against their skin, they seemed to have a high tolerance for it. The wall of fire that Heath and I were making—Benedict’s wiggling eyebrows couldn’t help but make an appearance in my mind—was more of an annoyance to them than any real kind of threat.

      “Come,” Heath whispered, his hand closing around mine. I wanted to kick myself for feeling butterflies in my stomach at his touch, even at a time like this. “We need to find Victoria, and then we need to get to that gate.”

      As the mutants were close to forming a full circle around us, we ducked down and darted for the nearest tree, next to where we had last seen Victoria. But she was nowhere in sight now. I scanned the compound in panic, my eyes falling on the group of hunters who had been overseeing the mutants. Strangely, they were all gathered near the border of the fence, firing their guns at the treetops. Huh? Where is Victoria? Why are they shooting at the trees?

      Heath and I worked to build up another shield of fire around us as the mutants closed in again. They were getting more and more resistant, more and more daring in the face of it. And Heath was not a full dragon. He did not have the same stamina as his father when it came to unleashing fire.

      I continued to cast my eyes desperately about the clearing, hoping that I’d somehow missed her. But she was gone.

      “They must have taken her inside already,” I whispered. That was the only thing that could’ve happened.

      The blaze enshrouding us made Heath’s eyes glimmer with fire as he looked at me. He clenched his jaw, then glanced toward the buildings. “If they’ve taken her in there, we need to return and get help,” he said. “Two of us won’t be enough to retrieve her.”

      Tears of fear heated the corners of my eyes at the thought of abandoning Victoria. But Heath was right. We couldn’t take these hunters on alone. We had to get help.

      Some of the hunters had already stopped shooting and were turning from their distraction to face us. If we were going to make a run for the gate, it was now or never. I was sure that they would start firing at us next given that the mutants hadn’t managed to gain control of us yet.

      “Now!” Heath hissed. His hand still firmly clasped around mine, he pulled me across the clearing. Discarding our ring of fire to focus all of our attention on running, we found ourselves dodging bullets. But there were too many hunters shooting for us to dodge them all.

      A sharp pain seared through the back of my shoulder.

      Before my brain could fully register what had just happened, an overwhelming nausea gripped me. It felt like somebody had strapped lead to my feet. I could no longer keep up with Heath. I stumbled, tripping over a rock and falling to the ground.

      “Grace!” Heath shouted, rushing to my side. His large hand gripped my upper arm. He tugged me upright while gazing around wildly at the hunters and mutants closing in on us.

      With a deep roar that was worthy of any dragon, Heath billowed more fire. Then his right hand slipped behind my shoulder and I felt another biting pain. As he withdrew his hand, he was holding some kind of dart. A dart whose tip was coated with blood. My blood. They shot that into me. A drugged dart? At least that meant they had not intended to kill me… yet.

      Hurling the dart aside, Heath slid his arms around my body and with a strong thrust of his legs, he hurtled us the remaining feet toward the portal. Holding me firmly against his chest, he pushed us both off the edge, sending us spiraling into a freefall through the ocean of stars.

      Even as we fell, and the drug flowing through my veins made me feel close to losing consciousness, all I could think about was my cousin. She’s just a human.

      Be okay, Victoria. Please be okay.
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      Before I could ask another question of my strange, wild rescuer, he said, “We should continue.”

      “No, wait,” I said, gazing up at him desperately. “My cousin and my friend are back there. Heck, my whole family’s back that way!”

      He’d looked like he was about to stoop down and haul me over his shoulder, but now he paused. “Family?” he murmured.

      “Yes, and where am I?” That should’ve been the first question I asked.

      “The Woodlands,” he replied.

      The Woodlands. Realm of the werewolves. Well, at least that explained his appearance. But… the hunters?

      “What are those hunters doing here? They’ve set up, like, a base?” I could hardly believe the words even as I spoke them.

      The man’s face turned somber. He swallowed hard, then nodded.

      “How is this possible?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I do not know.”

      “Well, where did you come from? What were you doing in that cage?”

      At this, he turned his back on me and I could’ve sworn that his breath hitched. His shoulders heaved as he took in a deep, steady breath. “These men with their monsters and steel stormed our halls.”

      Our halls?

      “They captured my father, the ruler of the Blackhall tribe, along with my whole family. They…” He paused, his voice shaking slightly. “They slaughtered my father, my mother, and all my brothers and sisters.”

      Oh, my.

      “As for me… I’m not sure what they were going to do with me.” Finally, he twisted around to face me and now I could see why he’d turned in the first place. His eyes were shining with tears. He appeared to be far more out of breath now than when he had been swinging with me through those trees for God knew how many miles.

      He brushed his eyes roughly with the back of his hand before clearing his throat. He shook his head, an attempt to regain composure.

      My heart couldn’t help but go out to him on witnessing his pain. I guessed that it could not have happened that long ago. I wondered if I might’ve even been the first person he’d spoken to about it.

      I couldn’t imagine losing my parents like that. Just thinking about it knocked the breath out of me.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, remembering that I didn’t even know my rescuer’s name. “What is your name?” I asked.

      “Bastien,” he replied, his voice hoarse. “Bastien Blackhall.”

      “My name is Victoria. Victoria Vaughn.”

      Apparently both of our parents had a fondness for alliteration.

      A span of silence followed. My mind continued to spin. Could this be the hunters’ way of fighting back? Invading other realms and punishing even those supernaturals who were entirely innocent, many of whom had probably never even set foot on Earth? Tit for tat? I wondered if there were any other bases here, and how many other innocent werewolves’ lives they might’ve affected.

      “So you’re, uh, just as new to all of this as I am, then?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I do not know when they first entered The Woodlands, or how they marked our territory so quickly. They arrived at our lair in the dead of night. We had no warning. All of us, completely unprepared.” His voice dropped to a growl. Hot anger burned in his eyes. “Cowards.”

      “Where is your lair?” I asked.

      He cast his head over his shoulder and murmured, “Northward.”

      Like that meant anything to me.

      “I see,” I said, my mind whizzing as I tried to figure out what the heck I was supposed to do now. My stomach felt tight with worry about what they were going to do to Heath and Grace.

      “I need to go back and help my cousin and friend,” I blurted, even as I felt another sharp twinge in my ankle.

      Doubt shrouded Bastien’s face before he spoke the truth I was trying to ignore. “You will not stand a chance, Lady Vaughn. We have alerted them now, and they will have that entire yard filled with their beasts on guard.”

      “But—” I stammered. “But what else am I supposed to do?” My voice was on the point of breaking and it was everything I could do to stop myself from crying.

      “I would suggest that you come with me,” he said. “At least, for now.”

      I ran my tongue nervously over my lower lip. “Where to?”

      “A secret hideout that my pack established for emergencies such as these. All those who survived the raid”—he swallowed hard again—“and I hope that some survived, will have retreated there, and will likely still be there.” His eyes fell on my ankle, which I realized had swollen up and gone bright red. “It is up to you,” he said, meeting my gaze again. “I could leave you in these woods… but I would prefer not to do that.”

      Yeah… I would prefer if you didn’t do that, too.

      “All right,” I said, taking a deep breath and trying to block out thoughts of what might be happening to my cousin and friend back in that base. They would recognize Grace and Heath as members of TSL from their uniforms, but if anything that would only make them more likely to mete out revenge on them for trespassing, even though we were a government-recognized organization just as they were. They hated our guts. Every single one of us. “I’ll come with you.”
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      By some mercy, I was still conscious by the time we reached the other end. Aching, but conscious. Heath made a concerted effort to land first, and his body balled around mine, protecting my limp one as we made contact with the jungle ground. He gathered me in his arms and stood with me, both of us looking around the jungle. The smoke had all but gone now, but I feared that we were about to meet with more hunters and mutants on this side. After all, they had been the reason we had leapt through the portal to begin with.

      I caught sight of Corrine and Arwen, standing behind a cluster of trees.

      “Hey!” Heath called.

      They whirled around and gaped. “You’re back!” Corrine gushed, racing to us with Arwen. “Arwen and I just finished securing the area with Brock, Mona and Ibrahim. We managed to drive out the mutants—thankfully there were only a few—and put up a temporary barrier extending from this portal to Nightshade… What happened to you? Wh-Where is Vicky?”

      I exchanged a pained glance with Heath. Before either of us could answer, the rest of the League came rushing into the clearing. My mother reached me, her turquoise eyes wide and petrified. My father took me from Heath’s arms.

      “Grace!” my mother breathed, her eyes roaming the length of me. She gasped as she spotted the wound in my shoulder. I hadn’t even seen it myself yet. “Corrine,” she called.

      My mother showed the witch my injury. “What happened to you?” Corrine asked again.

      My heart tore as Xavier and Vivienne approached. “Where is Victoria?” they and several others asked at once. “Tell us what happened!”

      “We leapt through that portal,” I began, though I was finding it hard to form a sentence. My words slurred into one another.

      Thankfully Heath—who had been preoccupied by a strong embrace from his father Jeriad—took over.

      “As Grace said, we had to leap through the portal. We found hunters on the other side. They’ve established a base. A gated compound with buildings, mutants, everything.”

      Everyone’s jaw dropped, stunned speechless. I was still grappling with the concept myself.

      “Grace and I managed to fend off the mutants, but we got separated from Vicky,” Heath went on. “As we raced back to the portal, they shot Grace with some kind of drugged dart.”

      “And they took Victoria?” Vivienne breathed, her face paler than my knuckles.

      “We did not see them take her,” Heath replied, “but they must have taken her inside. She hurt her ankle while running and we got separated by one of the mutants. By the time we could look for her again, she was nowhere to be seen.”

      “What realm is on the other side?” my grandfather Derek asked, eyeing my shoulder with concern, which Corrine was beginning to treat with the assistance of Arwen.

      “No idea,” Heath replied. “We just arrived in a compound surrounded by trees. There was no way we could have guessed in such a short amount of time.”

      “Right,” my grandfather said, gritting his teeth. He took Vivienne’s hand and squeezed it, then gripped Xavier’s shoulder. “We are going to return and retrieve her from those bastards.” His eyes traversed our group. “We have enough people with us.”

      We didn’t have all members of the League present, but we did have a fair number. Aside from Victoria’s parents, there were my parents and grandparents, my great-grandfather Aiden and his wife Kailyn, Rose and Caleb, as well as five witches: Corrine, Ibrahim, Arwen, Mona and Brock. We also had Kiev, Micah and Jeriad… and, of course, Heath. Then there was Kyle, whom I guessed was still in the chopper.

      My grandfather voiced aloud my thoughts a moment later. “Kyle will remain in the helicopter while the rest of us go through. But first, let us return to the aircraft to stock up on weapons.” His focus fell on me. “You, Grace, must stay with Kyle until you feel fully recovered.”

      I wasn’t sure what Corrine and Arwen were doing, but I realized that the pain had all but gone. My dizziness was also clearing.

      “Wait,” I said, wrapping my arms around my father’s neck for support. “Let me try to stand up.”

      My father lowered my feet to the ground. I felt much steadier than before. I dared reach a hand behind my shoulder and I felt smooth skin. I realized that I also no longer felt so dizzy.

      “The bleeding has stopped,” Corrine said. “But I think you should return to The Shade all the same. We don’t know what drug they injected into you.”

      “My head feels much less light now,” I said quickly. “I wonder why that is.”

      “Maybe the dart wasn’t meant to paralyze you completely,” my mother suggested. “Perhaps they spiked it with just enough sedative to stall you so they could swoop down and catch you… Either that, or your fae genes are equipped to fight off its influence.”

      “Maybe,” I muttered, even as I felt a surge of gratitude toward Heath. If he hadn’t scooped me up and rushed me the rest of the way, they would’ve gotten me, just like they had gotten Victoria.

      “I’m still not sure that you should be coming with us though,” my father said, eyeing me sternly.

      “Let me see how I feel after we’ve gathered the weapons,” I countered.

      “All right,” he murmured.

      With that, we all made our way through the jungle swiftly, back to our aircraft. Kyle was waiting tensely in the cockpit as we climbed aboard.

      My father went to him and explained the plan, while the rest of us equipped ourselves with backpacks filled with guns and ammunition, along with water and other supplies.

      I kept monitoring how I was feeling. Still steady. And by the time we had finished gathering everything, I could say with confidence to my father, “I’ll come.”

      Although my parents looked reluctant, they didn’t try to dissuade me further. This was the world in which they had raised me. A world in which everyone was encouraged to be a hero, to push themselves to the limit, rather than hide away and opt for the easier path. It felt only natural to me to go with them, even as I worried about what might happen to us in that strange, new world that lay in wait for us on the other side.
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      “Do you think the tracker will still work on the other side?” Vivienne asked Corrine as we gathered around the portal with our supplies.

      Of course. I had forgotten about that. Each of our uniforms had trackers sewn beneath our badges, a technology created by the witches. The tracking device communicated with a receiver—a handheld screen—which then became a compass for locating a person.

      Xavier pulled out the receiver from his pocket. “I already checked to see if she was showing up. There’s nothing. No signal from her whatsoever.”

      “We designed the system to work on Earth,” Ibrahim said. “I don’t know if she will show up once we arrive in the supernatural realm.”

      “Well, one way or another, we’ll locate her,” my grandfather said. “Even if it means storming every single room in their buildings.” His focus turned on the gate. “Now. We should not leave too much of a gap in between our jumps. As much as possible, we should try to travel through and arrive at the same time.”

      Everyone exchanged glances.

      “Well,” my father said, “are we all ready?”

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” my mother muttered.

      She gripped my hand tightly as we piled into the portal. My second time traveling through it was just as unpleasant as the first. The first time, I’d suffered the fear of not knowing what was on the other end, and now, I had the fear of knowing. I just prayed that all the mutants would not still be huddled by the gate.

      As we reached the end of the swirling, translucent tunnel, we hurtled out and landed on the damp ground. We rose to our feet immediately and gazed around the now fluorescent-streaked compound. Extra strip lights had been turned on and were illuminating the area.

      “These are The Woodlands,” Micah whispered. We all gaped at him. “I don’t need to see beyond this compound to recognize the air of my homeland,” he added in an undertone.

      The Woodlands. Why is the IBSI setting up here?

      I glanced down at the receiver over Xavier’s shoulder as he knelt on the soil, trying to bring the device to life. Still no signal from Victoria.

      “Over there.” Heath pointed to two groups of hunters patrolling the boundaries with leashed mutants. It was only a matter of time before they spotted us. A matter of seconds.

      The witches worked together to quickly form a protective barrier around us, and then we all moved forward together with Xavier, my father and my grandfather fearlessly leading us forward.

      The hunters raised their guns and moved forward, too, until there were barely six feet between us. The mutants screeched and threw their heads back. But no fire was unleashed. I guessed they were waiting for the hunters’ orders.

      “You have my niece.” Derek spoke up, his voice booming around the enclosure. “What are you doing here? What is this?”

      “You are trespassing on highly sensitive property,” the foremost hunter replied with a glare. “You must retreat through the portal.”

      “In case you are blind,” Derek replied, clutching the badge on his uniform and flashing it to the hunters, “we are TSL. We have special permission—”

      “Not permission to trespass, vampire.”

      “You have taken my niece, who is also a member,” Derek seethed. “Give her up now.”

      “I must repeat, sir,” the hunter replied through gritted teeth. “You must leave the vicinity now, or we will be forced to take measures to remove you. Orders are—”

      “Your orders are of no consequence to us,” my father shot back. “I’m sure you have noticed that we are quite capable of defending ourselves from your mutants and whatever other weapons you have stashed away here. You have one of our people. A human girl. Where is she?”

      At this, the hunter shifted on his feet. They had technology beyond imagination, but when it came to our very close-knit group, they could not penetrate the power of our five witches holding up a spell around us. It seemed that they sensed this, and their glares relented a little. The hunter my father had been speaking with exchanged an uncomfortable glance with his colleagues before muttering, “We don’t have the human girl.”

      “You really are full of—”

      The hunter cut Xavier off. “We have CCTV footage.” He nodded in the direction of the buildings. “I can show it to you.”

      All of us were taken aback by this. How could Victoria not be here?

      Xavier grimaced. “Show it to us.”

      We followed the hunters with their mutants across the clearing and toward the building on the far right. We did not approach the entrance, however. We traipsed around the side of the building before arriving at a much smaller one that had been hidden from view—a rather nondescript, rectangular building. Its windows were made of tinted glass so we could not see what was inside.

      One hunter strode inside, while the others circled around us and remained outside with their mutants. A few moments later, the building’s front windows slid downward, allowing us to gaze inside a room filled with monitors. Their CCTV control room. The hunter was fiddling with one of the monitors, stopping, pausing, rewinding footage, until finally he tilted the screen for us to see better: An injured Victoria scrambling up against a tree—that was the last Heath and I had seen of her—and then shortly afterward…

      What?

      A wild-looking young man with black hair thumped to the ground beside her. He scooped her up and then with an almighty leap swung back into the tree with her.

      So that’s why those hunters were shooting at the treetops. But who is that man?

      “Oh, my God,” Arwen gasped, clasping a palm to her mouth. “That’s the wolf guy!”

      Everyone whirled on her.

      “The wolf guy in the cage whom Victoria insisted I free,” she said. “That’s the guy!”

      This was the first I was hearing about Victoria and Arwen freeing a “wolf guy”.

      “If he’s a wolf, why is he in his human form?” Heath asked. “It’s nighttime.”

      “Well, yeah, there’s something weird about him,” Arwen replied. “He looks like a wolf, and he said that he was a wolf.”

      “I’ve never heard of a wolf who didn’t shift involuntarily at nighttime,” Micah said, frowning hard.

      “So you see,” the hunter interrupted, “she was carried off. We don’t have her here.” He approached the door again, jaw firmly set. “Now you have your answer, I must warn you for the last time: return through the portal and leave our territory.”

      “This is not your territory!” Micah snarled.

      “This land is under our surveillance and supervision,” the hunter said, before reaching into his pocket and drawing out an intercom device. “CCTV room. Assistance is required.” He spoke into it even as he drew up the glass window, locking himself inside.

      A swarm of mutants came stampeding around the building toward us. Their razor beaks clacking, they launched into the air. I realized that there had been hunters running among them, gripping their leashes, now being lifted up with them. With shocking agility, the men swung themselves onto the mutants’ backs and rode them gracefully even without saddles. They drew out guns and, as they circled above us, began raining down bullets. The mutants opened their mouths and released sharp tongues of fire.

      “Let’s not tempt fate,” Corrine murmured, her face scrunched up in concentration as she and the other witches kept the boundary up.

      “I agree,” my grandfather said. “Vanish us outside the compound. There is nothing more to see here anyway… for now.”
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      We reappeared in the midst of a thick dark wood, some miles away from the compound. Aside from Micah, others in our group had been to The Woodlands before, but everyone looked lost as they gazed around, even Micah.

      “I can’t believe they’ve done this,” the wolf said, growling and shaking his head.

      “We probably should’ve guessed this would be their next move,” my father said. “It’s just something that the IBSI would do.”

      “Micah,” Vivienne said, returning our thoughts to the task at hand. “You know Victoria’s scent, right? Can you smell her anywhere?”

      He began sniffing the air. “Not yet. But we’re still close to the compound. It’s possible they were still traveling through the trees at this point. If we keep scanning this area, I’ve got to pick up on her scent at some point. Wherever that wolf man—or whatever he was—was planning to take her, I doubt he would have traveled the whole way in the treetops. I guess just until he deemed it safe to touch down. Let’s keep moving.”

      Micah positioned himself at the very front of the group, my father, grandparents, Vivienne and Xavier close behind. Then walked my mother, Rose and myself, followed by Ibrahim and Corrine, then Mona and the rest of the adults, right up to Jeriad, who hung at the back. He was in his dragon form. So far, the trees around us were fairly widely spaced apart, which meant that he could still walk without crashing into trunks.

      I hung back a little, leaving my mother and Rose, as I wondered where my three friends were. I moved toward Jeriad and looked up to his back. There they are. Heath was seated behind his father’s neck, while Brock and Arwen sat further down Jeriad’s spine, near his tail. The couple were making out. Again.

      “You want to come up?” Heath asked me.

      “Yeah,” I said, about to attempt the climb myself, before Heath dropped to the ground beside me. He lowered himself, allowing me to slide onto his back before he climbed onto his father’s neck again and seated us.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He smiled. He looks so handsome when he smiles.

      Wanting to distract myself from the rising temperature in my cheeks, I glanced back at Arwen and Brock. Following my gaze, Heath smirked. “Hey, Broccoli,” he called.

      Refusing to part his lips from Arwen’s, Brock shoved up a middle finger at his best friend.

      I giggled. Brock hated Heath calling him that almost as much as he hated the vegetable itself.

      “You two should have stayed back,” Heath went on. “Seriously.”

      Finally, Brock unglued his mouth from Arwen’s to murmur, “You’d be doing the same with Grace right now if you had the balls to ask her out.”

      That shut Heath up. As I glanced at his face, I could’ve sworn I saw a blush creeping up his cheeks. I did not think that I had ever witnessed Heath blush. And was it just my imagination, or was he deliberately not looking at me?

      He quickly regained composure, however. His eyes narrowed on Brock, casting him a hard glower, before turning back to me. His expression was dark as he muttered, “He will live to regret that comment. I assure you.”

      I chuckled. We held each other’s gaze for a few moments before he glanced away again.

      I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what Brock had meant by his comment. Did he think Heath liked me too, or was it just a convenient insult?

      I shook the thought away. I analyzed things too much sometimes.

      We became pretty quiet after that. Heath and I focused ahead, on Micah, leaving Arwen and Brock to themselves. The silence would have felt awkward had we not had such pressing matters on our minds.

      Finally, Micah stopped short. “I’ve got her.”

      “Thank goodness,” Vivienne said.

      “I’m guessing that they touched down around here and then…” He continued moving forward. “It smells like they went this way.”

      I heaved a sigh. I felt relieved that we had at least caught the start of Victoria’s trail, but I also felt daunted. Something told me that this was going to be a long, winding journey.
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      After my agreement to accompany Bastien, I had been expecting him to immediately pick me up again. Instead, he took a step back. Then, sinking to the ground, he crouched over on his knees and hands. His limbs began to shake and expand until his torn clothes burst from his ballooning form. His head widened and silky black fur started sprouting from every inch of his skin. Then his teeth lengthened, becoming razor-sharp. His hands and feet balled up as his legs took shape. The transformation complete, he lifted himself up onto all fours and I was met once again with his penetrating gaze. As a wolf, his gray eyes were larger, brighter, even more intense.

      So this werewolf really can shift at will…

      He padded up to me and nudged my hands with his head, guiding them to grip hold of the fur at the back of his neck. I acquiesced, sliding my fingers through his sleek hair. With two hands and one working leg, I managed to pull myself onto his back.

      “Be sure to hold on tight, Lady Vaughn,” he said, his voice deep and rumbling.

      “Uh, you can just call me Victoria,” I muttered. I gripped hold of him as tightly as I could before he launched into a sprint that knocked the breath out of me. As he bounded through the woods, low-hanging branches whipped past us, and I ducked down, pressing the side of my face against the back of his neck and closing my eyes, afraid to get injured. Pain shot through my ankle. This bumpy journey was the exact opposite of what it needed, but I had no choice but to grit my teeth and bear it. Hopefully when we got to his hideout, wherever that even was, I would have a chance to rest it. What I really could use is some ice.

      It seemed like an eternity had passed—certainly several hours—before we finally reached the edge of the woods and emerged into a wide open meadow filled with luscious-smelling, bright purple flowers I could not put a name to. Now that we were out of the dense woodland, I could see that dawn was on the cusp of breaking. The sky was streaked with the most breathtaking hues of pink and peach.

      As Bastien continued to charge forward at breakneck speed, I wondered whether he ever needed a break. I got my answer once we had reached the other side of the meadow and entered yet another wood. We reached a river that ran through it and here he finally slowed to a stop. He lowered himself to the ground, allowing me to slide down onto a patch of grass by the bank. Even though my feet had not touched the ground once throughout the journey, every muscle in my body ached from the strain of clinging to him.

      I flopped onto my back, panting. He left my side and approached the water. Dipping his head, he began to take long, deep gulps. That was when I became aware of just how dehydrated I was. Trying to move my ankle as little as possible, I crawled up to the edge of the river next to him before cupping my palms and scooping up water. It didn’t even cross my mind to wonder how clean this water was before swallowing. But now that I examined it more closely, I had never seen such pristine, sparkling water. And it tasted so pure, it was almost sweet.

      I chugged down as much water as my stomach could take before letting out a slow breath. Bastien finished drinking and waded into the water. The current looked pretty wild toward the center of the river—I certainly would never dare to swim that deep, even if my ankle was not injured—but for Bastien, it was like taking a dip in a wading pool.

      He sank into the current and I lost sight of him for several moments before he resurfaced and shook out his heavy mane, sending water raining in all directions. Then he paused to cast a glance my way.

      “Are you hungry?” he called.

      Hungry? My stomach could do with some food, but I really had no appetite. I shook my head.

      Bastien grunted. “Neither am I,” he confessed. “But we ought to eat nonetheless.”

      He submerged again and this time when he came to the surface he was gripping what I thought at first sight was an odd, bulbous eel. But as he made his way back to me and climbed out of the water, I realized that it was some kind of slimy weed, the strangest weed I’d ever seen. It was long, rubbery and milky white. Translucent bulbs protruded from it every few millimeters, the size of plums, filled with a mucousy liquid. He laid it down on the grass and gestured to it with his nose.

      I looked at it suspiciously. “What is this exactly?”

      “River weed.”

      Yeah, I gathered that.

      “River weed is good to eat when you don’t feel like eating. It gives strength without weighing down.”

      Still, I hesitated, feeling less hungry than ever as I eyed the strange, gooey weed.

      When I glanced up at Bastien again, I was taken aback by a look of intense concern in his eyes, the type of concern a nurturing parent would give an underfed child. I frowned at him, wondering why he was giving me such a stare. “What?” I asked.

      “You should eat it,” he said, now moving his head forward and nudging my hands with the tip of his nose again, guiding them toward the plant. The same way he had guided them to the fur behind his neck several hours ago.

      “All right,” I said, even as I gulped. “Is it these bubbles that I’m supposed to eat?”

      “The glands, yes.”

      Glands… I preferred my description.

      Gingerly, I closed my fingers around one of the bulbs at the tip and jerked it upward. It plucked off easily, like a ripe peach from a tree.

      “You can eat it all,” he encouraged, still watching me closely.

      I held my nose before quickly stuffing it into my mouth. I didn’t want to prolong this any further. As I chewed, the bubble’s rubbery surface burst and the snotty substance filled my mouth. I expected it to taste disgusting, but it didn’t taste like much at all. Just… slightly salty. It was more the texture of it as it glided down my throat.

      Still, my wolf companion was not satisfied. He nudged my hands again to pluck another one, and then another, and another. Until I had eaten five in total.

      “Ugh,” I spluttered, swallowing the last mouthful. “That’s enough.” I crawled back to the river to down some more water. When I turned, it was to see Bastien had taken the whole strand in his mouth, along with all the remaining bulbs, and chewed it all down in one go. Then he joined me for another drink.

      I was not sure whether it was just my imagination, but I could’ve sworn that I felt more energized. I was about to ask him what was next when I caught sight of his face. He’d frozen, his ears perked up, and his eyes fixed on the trees behind us.

      Fear rushed through me that he might’ve just spotted hunters, or even worse, one of their mutants. But then, a few seconds later, three brown wolves burst from the trees.

      Bastien immediately surged forward, positioning himself in front of me as he growled and bared his fangs.

      “What are you doing here?” Bastien snarled.

      “On patrol for conniving hunters roaming our lands,” one of the intruders shot back. “What are you doing with one of them?”

      Oh, crap. They think I’m a hunter. My uniform certainly did not help.

      “She is not one of them,” Bastien hissed, the hair on his back prickling.

      “Who else would she be?” another wolf growled, stepping forward. He had a wide scar slashed across his right eye.

      “She is just a girl!” Bastien insisted.

      The brown wolves were done with talking. To my horror, the three of them leapt toward us at once. With a strong thrust of his hind legs, Bastien sent me skidding across the grass and rolling into the river. The current immediately tugged me away, but I managed to grip the thick root of a tree that jutted out from the bank. I was safer down here than up there as Bastien took on the three wolves at once. He gnashed and thrashed with his jaws and claws, and although outnumbered, he was clearly the strongest of the four. In a blur of black and brown, one of the attacking wolves let out a groan of pain and darted backward. Where his right ear had been was a gaping wound dripping with blood. Bastien had torn it right off.

      This caused the other two to cower back a bit.

      “I said she is just a girl,” Bastien seethed.

      They looked anything but convinced—still baring their teeth and growling—but it was clear that it was an empty threat. The injured one did not want to lose a second ear, and the other two did not want to lose a first. Besides, they would become men any time now. Day was on the verge of breaking. Slowly, they backed away into the trees. Then they turned around and scampered off.

      I had expected my ankle to be positively burning by now. Although rolling and falling into the river had roughed it up, now that my legs were underwater, the cool water flowing against my ankle was soothing. Bastien bounded to the water’s edge, his eyes searching for me. On spotting me, he waded into the river and arrived next to me, allowing me to grip hold of his fur. Now that we were up close, I realized he hadn’t gotten away unscathed. He had a nasty gash in his shoulder, but he did not seem to notice as he returned with me to the bank. Then he said in a low voice, “Now, we must keep moving.”
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      As we continued through the woods, I couldn’t help but ask him if he was okay. His wound was still bleeding freely. He just grunted in response. I guessed it couldn’t have been too serious because it did not seem to hamper his speed in the slightest.

      Several more hours passed. Then the trees started thinning and, to my surprise, I realized that we had arrived at the shore. He bounded out onto a long stretch of pebbly beach. From the position of the sun, it seemed to be afternoon by now.

      He ran across the beach, his hind legs kicking up a storm of stones, until it gave way to clusters of boulders. As he began to clamber over them, I had to pay more attention than ever. I was forced to ask him to slow down on several occasions because I almost slid right off. Soon, a cliffside came into view. A cliffside that appeared to be pockmarked with cave entrances. Traveling over the last of the boulders, we arrived at a small, even patch of beach that led up to the entrance of a tunnel.

      “Keep your head down,” he instructed before we went hurtling through it. I ducked only just in time. The tunnel was alarmingly narrow, and although I wasn’t prone to claustrophobia, I found myself struggling to breathe. The tunnel wound around and around in dizzying twists and turns. I was relieved when we reached the end of it and emerged in an enormous, yet empty, cavern. Here, Bastien stopped short. His breath hitched and his eyes widened.

      “How could nobody be here?” he gasped, his gravelly voice echoing around the cave.

      “This is the hideout?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “I… I can’t understand it. Those humans could not have taken down all of us. I know for a fact that some survived.”

      “What if they just went… somewhere else?”

      Bastien shook his head. “They wouldn’t have had time to establish another lair in the time I’ve been gone. And this has been our hideout for centuries.” He began circling the cave, even as he sniffed the walls and floors. When he raised his head again, he looked even more disturbed. “Nobody has set foot in here for over a year.”

      “What if they just returned to your lair?” I wondered.

      “Return to our lair?” he repeated. “After the hunters had located and raided it? Who in their right mind would…”

      He trailed off, as though a thought had just struck him. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, contemplative. “You’re right. I should check back there… Maybe they really were so foolish.”

      After casting one last look around the cave, he darted out. We traveled back along the sickeningly winding tunnel and returned out in the open.

      As he began making his way back over the rocks, I asked, “How far is your lair from here?”

      To my relief, he replied, “Not far.”

      

      Of course, “not far” was a subjective term. “Not far” to Bastien translated into another two or three hours of this bumpy ride. We traveled primarily through more woodland. I was sure that by the time I eventually returned home from The Woodlands—if I ever got out of this mess—I would be thoroughly sick of forests and trees.

      The sun was almost dipping behind the horizon by the time we emerged from the woods into a clearing. We had arrived near the foot of a range of towering gray mountains. Bastien slowed to a trot, his breathing suddenly labored. His eyes were wide again, his ears perked and alert. I could only imagine how traumatic returning to this place was for him.

      “Hunters could still be here,” he whispered, sniffing the air. “Though I do not detect them. It’s possible, I suppose, that they have somehow made their scent undetectable to wolves… I know these hunters to be capable of such witchcraft. We must go slowly.”

      I wasn’t about to argue with that. Now that he had slowed down, I was able to sit upright and stretch my aching back.

      We passed a scattering of clothes, discarded on the ground—clothes that belonged to men and women alike. Pants, dresses, shirts, all of them torn and ripped. This appeared to be a spot where many shifters had transformed into their wolf forms at once. To my surprise, Bastien lowered his head and collected between his teeth several tattered shirts and pairs of pants. Then he retreated with me behind a wide bush.

      “Slide off me,” he requested.

      I acquiesced, my knees feeling like jelly as my feet touched the ground. I gripped the bush for support.

      “Wait here,” he whispered. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      I was frowning as he left me and disappeared around the bush, wondering what he was going to do. Still, I did not follow him. I did as he had requested and waited.

      Bastien returned within a few minutes, but not in his wolf form. He stood before me now as a man, and as my eyes roamed his godlike physique, I realized why he had picked up the garments. He had tied them around his body in a makeshift fashion for modesty. He had also fastened a strip of pant fabric around his wounded shoulder.

      As he approached me, it felt strange to see him as a man again. It felt almost like he was a different person, disjointed from the one I’d just spent the last half a day with. Now that he was cleaned up by the river water, and he stood before me in daylight, I could better make out his features. He really was… handsome.

      Although everything else physical about him had changed in his metamorphosis, the expression in his eyes remained the same; the same look of care, of concern that I still didn’t understand. I was still as complete a stranger to him as he was to me.

      I felt the blood rise to my cheeks a little as he reached out his hand for me to take. I slid my palm into his and he pulled me close to him as he led me around the bush and back toward the mountains. We trailed along the range’s border until we reached a large wooden door etched into the stone.

      He left me standing a few feet away as he moved up to the door and pressed his ear against it. His eyes narrowed as he listened, and then his lips parted, surprise flashing across his face. I was burning to know what he could hear.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      When he backed away from the door and returned to me, his thick brows were knotted in confusion. He took my hand again and led me up to the entrance. Then, balling his right hand into a fist, he banged against the door.

      Footsteps sounded on the other side. The iron handle twisted. The door groaned open. Standing before us was another man—another werewolf, I could only assume. He was an older man, his hair speckled with gray, appearing around his mid-forties in human years. His jaw dropped open as he laid eyes on Bastien.

      “Prince?” he gasped. He looked like he had just seen a ghost, and perhaps that was exactly what he thought, given that Bastien should have never escaped the hunters.

      Bastien did not look any less shocked to see him. “What are you doing back here?” he breathed.

      The guard’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. He appeared speechless. “I… I… Let me take you to your cousin!”

      “My cousin?” Bastien demanded. “Detrius is alive?”

      “C-Come with me,” the guard said, grabbing hold of Bastien’s hand, before realizing that I stood next to him. His eyes had passed over me briefly when he’d first opened the door, but he’d seemed to barely give me a second thought, being so consumed with Bastien.

      We entered the mountain, stepping into a surprisingly beautiful entrance chamber. The floors were made of sanded black stone, and rich, deep-colored tapestries hung from the walls. The guard hurried us toward a wide staircase. Even as Bastien harassed him with questions, the guard refused to give any answers, simply telling Bastien that he needed to speak with his cousin.

      “Who else is alive?” Bastien growled.

      “Just come,” the guard stammered. “Come.”

      The guard sped up, and I was no longer able to keep up with them. Bastien grabbed me by the waist and hauled me over his shoulder so they could continue rushing forward at full speed. I was grateful that he was conscientious enough to not bang my ankle against anything.

      I couldn’t see much from where I dangled upside down. And the blood rushing to my head did not help my vision either. All I knew was that we were rushing through more halls and corridors and passing dozens of other werewolves along the way. Bastien also called out questions to these people—like, “How are you all still here?” and “What in the name of The Woodlands happened?”—but all of them shied away from answering, deferring to Bastien’s mysterious cousin, just as the guard was doing.

      Finally, we reached another door, and Bastien returned me to my feet.

      The guard pushed the door open, and we stepped into a vast hall with a high, round ceiling. The place was windowless except for the wall to our left, where a wide window stretched the entire length of it from roof to floor. Shafts of evening light spilled through the glass, casting pale rays upon the rough walls, adorned with the hides of wolves hung like trophies. Conquered enemy wolves, I supposed. Wooden chairs surrounded the hall, and directly in front of us at the opposite end were stone steps leading to a raised altar upon which stood two black thrones, one larger and more elevated than the other.

      A young man sat on the grander one. He didn’t share any likeness to Bastien with his stark blond, straight hair, and he wore a silver crown. An older man with a long white beard sat on the throne next to him. He appeared to be blind. A group of ten men surrounded them on lower chairs. Apparently they had been in the middle of a meeting.

      As we barged in, they whirled to face us.

      “Detrius,” Bastien breathed, his eyes fixed on the younger man.

      “Bastien?” Detrius almost yelped in shock. As he shot to his feet, I could see that he was tall like Bastien—perhaps even taller—though his physique was narrower.

      The two men’s gazes locked for several moments, and a chilling silence descended on the hall. Then Bastien gathered me to him before moving forward, while Detrius descended the stairs and approached too. Now that we were closer to Bastien’s cousin, I could make out his dark maroon-colored eyes.

      Detrius’ expression was a cocktail of shock, alarm and… did I even detect panic? His eyes darted over his companions before he cleared his throat and forced a smile. He reached out and pulled Bastien into a hug. But Bastien didn’t return the embrace. He simply stood there, stiff, until his cousin let go of him.

      When his cousin stepped back, Bastien’s eyes were on the crown atop Detrius’ head. His grip on my arm tightened. He looked more disconcerted than ever.

      “What happened?” he asked. “How are you all here?”

      “The humans left,” Detrius replied, his voice a tad raspier than Bastien’s, “and they didn’t return. We still don’t understand why, but having taken you, your father, mother and siblings they just… cleared off. We could only guess why, or where they took you.”

      Bastien’s jaw clenched.

      “We are so very sorry,” Detrius said softly. “We have done nothing but mourn since your departure.” He glanced over Bastien’s shoulder, toward the entrance of the hall. “Is your father back also?” he asked. “And what of your mother and siblings?”

      Bastien swallowed hard before shaking his head grimly.

      Detrius bowed slightly. “I’m so terribly sorry, cousin.”

      There was another span of silence as Detrius moved forward to embrace him a second time. Bastien’s breathing was becoming steadily more uneven. He stepped back, forcing distance between them.

      “But at least we have you back.” To my surprise, Detrius raised his hands to his head and, gripping the crown, pulled it off and placed it in Bastien’s hands. “This crown belongs to you, cousin. As does the throne.”

      I glanced over to the empty throne and to the blind man next to it, still sitting, his face panned vaguely in our direction.

      “My father and I were left with a crumbling kingdom,” Detrius went on. “We have done all that we can to organize ourselves since you left… How did you escape?”

      “I managed to overpower the two hunters as they transitioned me from one cage to another,” Bastien replied.

      Huh?

      Finally, Detrius’ attention fell on me. “And who is this young woman you have with you?” He frowned deeply. “A human?”

      “Yes,” Bastien replied stiffly.

      “Who is she? Where did you—?”

      “I found her among the humans, and I have since made her my concubine.”

      My jaw dropped. Concubine? I stared at Bastien in bewilderment, but his eyes were still trained on his cousin.

      Detrius nodded slowly, even as he himself looked rather confused. “I see,” he said, even though he clearly did not. Still, he did not press further.

      Why would Bastien say I’m his concubine? And why lie about his escape?

      “Now, if you would like—” Detrius went on.

      “I would like to retire to my quarters,” Bastien interrupted again. “That is all I wish for right now.”

      “Of course,” Detrius said. “Your quarters remain as they were—nobody has occupied them, at least not to my knowledge… your father’s, however, are being utilized by my father. I’m sure you understand,” he added. “We believed none of you were coming back.”

      Bastien did not respond to this. Instead he just swept me toward the exit, leaving Detrius to hurry along after us. “Allow me to escort you,” he said.

      My heart was hammering in my chest as I gaped up at Bastien, wishing he would meet my eyes. I did not know this man at all, and I found myself wondering whether I had gotten completely the wrong end of the stick regarding what he had intended me for all along. But too many things simply didn’t make sense to jump to that conclusion. I had no choice but to stay silent as we made our way upward through the levels of the mountain castle, until we stopped at what I guessed was the very top, in front of a mahogany door. Here, Bastien set me down on my feet before turning to his cousin, his father’s crown still gripped firmly in his right hand.

      “I do not wish to be disturbed for the rest of the night,” he said. “But tomorrow morning, I will take up the throne.”

      “Good night, cousin,” Detrius said. “Once again, I cannot express enough what a relief it is that you have returned.” He gave Bastien another smile that didn’t reach his eyes before turning on his heel and heading down the corridor.

      With the two of us now alone, Bastien pushed open the door and pulled me inside. He closed it behind us and bolted it. The calm exterior he had assumed in front of his cousin melted, giving way to disturbance.

      “Bastien,” I whispered, gripping his wrists, “What on earth—”

      He pressed a palm over my mouth and widened his eyes at me. I fell silent.

      He pushed his ear against the door, listening for what, I didn’t even know. Then, after an intense ten seconds, he pried himself away and made his way deeper into the chambers. I followed after him, having no idea what else I was supposed to be doing with myself. I gazed around at his regal, yet simple quarters. There was an odd, musky smell. Thick rugs sprawled across the stone floors and richly patterned, burgundy tapestries lined the walls, but otherwise the furnishings were rather minimal. Glowing lanterns illuminated the place, and it was cold. Terribly cold. I wrapped my arms around myself as I followed him down a corridor. He stopped outside a door and mouthed, “Wait here.” He opened the door and stepped into a bedroom.

      He emerged barely a minute later, fully dressed in fresh clothes. He wore a plain off-white shirt and dark pants, similar to what he had been wearing when I’d first come across him.

      He continued down the corridor and entered a smaller room, an armory. Its walls were covered with hanging swords, daggers, spears, as well as bows and arrows. Bastien retrieved a belt and a thick satchel that hung from the back of the door. He began piling daggers and arrows into the bag before fastening a bow to the belt.

      I could not hold in my anxiety any longer. As he seemed to have finished sifting through the weapons, I moved forward and gripped his shirt, tugging at him and forcing him to look me in the eye.

      “What is happening?” I mouthed.

      He glanced at the door, as if expecting somebody to be standing there listening to us. Of course I knew that wolves had exceptional hearing, which must’ve been why he was being so cautious. He approached a wooden closet in one corner and opened it. It was filled with dusty black cloaks, tall and wide enough for four people to stand comfortably inside. Without warning, he grabbed my hand and pulled me into it with him before shutting the door, closing us both in. I could hear our hearts pounding. He leaned closer before lowering his mouth to my right ear until he was so near, his lips touched my skin. Then he whispered, so softly I could hardly hear him even at this proximity, “We need to leave.”

      As he drew away, his rough cheek brushed against mine, sending an unexpected tingle down my spine.

      “Why did you lie?” I breathed. “Why did you call me your concubine?” And what am I even doing getting embroiled in all this? How am I ever going to get back to my family?

      His eyes darkened. “The less truth they know, the better… I believe this lair has been compromised.”

      “What do you mean, compromised?” I asked.

      “I do not even understand the extent of it myself yet. I’m still pondering it. But… it was a mystery to me how the hunters managed to sweep so quickly through our chambers. I…” He paused, looking pained to say it. “I believe my cousin and uncle turned us in.”

      “What? You think they’re in alliance with the hunters?”

      Bastien nodded, grim. “Their desire to rule has never been a secret.”

      I took a deep breath, attempting to calm myself. I was here in this strange, unnerving mountain castle with Bastien because, well, I’d had no choice but to come with him. Even if I hadn’t sprained my ankle I’d have been lucky to survive an hour on my own in the woods. But this was all getting so complicated now. I just need to get back to my family. I need to know that Grace and Heath are alive.

      “But why would the hunters agree to spare them?” I asked. “Spare any of them at all?”

      “Perhaps their intentions for our realm are more pernicious,” Bastien whispered back. “Perhaps they do not seek to simply eradicate us all, but rather, gain… a foothold. Control. At least, where they can.”

      “But your cousin, he gave you the crown. He said you could rule.”

      Bastien smiled bitterly. “Did you really see truth in his eyes when he said that?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But… don’t you have any friends here? Any alliances at all who would stand against your cousin and uncle? After all, you are the rightful ruler after your father.”

      Pain flashed in Bastien’s eyes. “I’m sure that I do. But it is too risky to try to communicate with such persons now. We do not have the time. If my suspicions are correct, I pose a threat to both my cousin and uncle, as well as the hunters’ influence over this place. They will not give me the chance to cause an uprising.”

      My head spun. “They would kill you?” I whispered.

      “They already tried,” Bastien muttered.

      Oh, God. “What are we going to do?”

      He paused, releasing a slow breath. “We need to leave, once darkness falls.”
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      Leave and go where? I wondered, but he did not give me a chance to ask that question. He pressed a finger against my lips, silencing me once again and giving me a stern look, before taking my hand and pulling me out of the closet.

      He picked up the satchel he had stuffed with weapons, along with the belt he had attached a bow to, and put them in the closet we had just been standing in before covering them with the hems of the long cloaks and closing the door.

      “Follow me,” he whispered. He led me out of the room and into a small bedroom that contained a fireplace and a double bed draped in blankets. Perhaps Bastien had detected that I was cold, because he immediately went to the hearth and began to kindle it until a fire blazed. I freed my feet and ankles from my socks and boots before sitting on the rug in front of the fireplace. I inched as close to the halo of warmth as I could.

      “So we just wait here until dark?” I mouthed to him.

      He nodded, before his gaze fell to my injured ankle, still swollen and bright red. He turned and left the room, returning about a minute later with a long piece of white cotton. He took a seat next to me and, not even asking for permission, began to wind the fabric around and around my ankle until he’d created a surprisingly firm support for it.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      He did not acknowledge my thanks as he sat back again.

      “What makes you think we’re safe here until dark?” I asked.

      “I never said that we were,” he replied. “But I know my cousin to be a coward, and I doubt he will strike when I’m awake. It would be so much easier to wait until I fall asleep. Hence, I say we should leave at nightfall.”

      He stood up and went to the oval window. I could only imagine how breathtaking the view was; I did not want to get up to witness it myself just now. My ankle had stopped hurting and I was feeling comfortably warm by the fire. I just sat watching him as he gazed out somberly. A prince who had lost everything—his family, and now even his kingdom. Contemplating Bastien’s plight gave me some perspective on my own situation.

      He turned unexpectedly and caught me watching him. I looked away, turning my focus back to the fire.

      He cleared his throat. “I suggest that you lie down and try to sleep for a while. I don’t know when you’ll next get the chance,” he said.

      I nodded. I supposed he was right, but I was under no illusion that I would be able to sleep. Still, I crawled over to the bed and slid myself beneath the warm covers.

      He turned his back on me again and resumed his melancholy stare through the window. I continued watching his back and pondering over all that I was yet to understand about this man, this stranger… until the crackling of the fire and the heat billowing around the room put me to sleep.

      

      I woke to firm hands gripping my shoulders. My eyes shot open and I found myself in a daze of confusion as I gazed up into Bastien’s gray eyes, alight with urgency. The room was dark now. The lanterns had been extinguished, and the fire no longer crackled. Fear surging through me, I sat bolt upright.

      “What is—” My whisper trailed off.

      I heard it.

      A soft scraping of metal, coming from the front door of Bastien’s apartment.

      I didn’t understand. Why had we waited for them to come for us? Why hadn’t we left sooner? I wanted to ask Bastien, but now was not the time. He hurried my feet into my boots before gripping my waist. He hurled me over his shoulder, even as I realized that he was already equipped with his belt and satchel, which hung over his other arm. He darted with me out of the bedroom, along a corridor, past the armory and into a sitting room. I was immediately struck by how cold it was in here, and how… breezy.

      I realized that the windows were open and—

      Oh, God!

      With alarming speed, Bastien had already leapt up onto the window ledge. The next thing I knew, he had leapt out, clinging to the frame with a single arm, the other pressed around my body. I dangled over Bastien’s back, face downward over hundreds of feet of sheer, jagged mountainside. I felt like I was going to vomit.

      From the inside of the apartment came the creaking of the front door swinging open.

      Bastien let go of the window frame. I could not strangle my scream as we went hurtling downward in a freefall. With a jolt that winded me completely, he caught hold of an overhanging ledge, and with one hand, he began to lower us down more slowly, rock by rock, ledge by ledge, like a gorilla. What is this werewolf?

      Growls echoed down from above us. Arrows sprayed from the window, whizzing past our ears, even as I wondered how wolves could shoot arrows without human hands. However they were managing it, the shafts were falling hard and fast. This only made Bastien increase his already breakneck pace down the mountainside, dodging right and left to avoid being hit.

      As we finally touched down on a grassy mound at the base of the mountain, I exhaled a sigh of relief. He set me down and shoved the satchel and belt into my hands. His limbs began to billow and sprout fur. His clothes ripped off him. He resumed his wolf form. Collecting the satchel and belt from my hands and holding them between his teeth, he nudged me onto his back before launching into a bound toward the nearest line of trees.

      I just had a chance to glance back up at the mountain before we disappeared through them. Nobody had made any attempt to climb from the window and follow Bastien. I guessed that they would be making their way down through the castle right now in order to emerge from the main exit. But we had already made too much headway for them to have a chance of catching up with us now. Especially as Bastien zigzagged through the woods, making me disorientated as to which direction, exactly, he was heading in.

      Perhaps half an hour passed before he felt confident enough to stop. His ears stood erect, his eyes wide and glistening as he listened and sniffed the air. Once again, although I’d been sitting squarely on his back the whole time, it felt like I’d run the distance myself.

      He lowered himself, allowing me to slide off him and relish the feel of solid ground beneath my feet. Catching my breath, I looked at him and asked, “Why? Why did you wait so long to escape? You said we’d leave the moment the sun set.”

      He frowned at me, as though the answer was obvious. “Because you slipped off to sleep,” he said. “And from the look of you, you needed as many hours as possible.”

      I gaped at him. I really, really don’t understand this wolf.
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      I was not sure how many hours we had been traveling when Micah finally stopped again. We had arrived at the bank of a river. The group was crowding at the front, staring down at something on the ground. Heath and I slid off Jeriad’s back, hurrying over to them to get a closer look. Arwen and Brock followed us too.

      There were bloodstains smeared all over the grass. And then there was a bloody object that looked horrifyingly like an ear. The ear of a werewolf.

      “This blood is still fresh,” Micah said, sniffing. “Which is a good sign.”

      “What? Whose blood?” Vivienne stammered.

      “Oh, it’s werewolf blood, don’t worry. Some incident took place here, obviously. I scent at least four different wolves in this clearing.” He paused and moved around a bit more. “Victoria and the man’s scent picks up again over here. Deeper into the trees. Which means they must have escaped… We need to keep moving, but while we’re by a river I think it would be wise to stock up on water and rest for a quarter of an hour. We don’t know when we’ll next get the opportunity.”

      Everyone agreed that this was wise. We headed to the water and knelt, lapping up the crystal water and refilling our bottles. I also washed my face and hands.

      A hand closed around my uninjured shoulder. Heath hovered over me.

      “Will you be my accomplice?” he asked in a low voice.

      “Huh?” I narrowed my eyes in mock suspicion. “Accomplice in what?”

      “Come with me,” he said. I took his hand and he pulled me upright before leading me away from our group. We walked through the trees for less than a minute before he stopped and pointed to a tree with trailing branches that resembled a willow tree, except they were deep purple in color. It stood about twelve feet away. Through its long but thin branches, I could spy Arwen and Brock beneath it. Arwen was sitting on Brock's lap, his arms resting around her while they talked.

      Once Heath had verified that I had spotted them, he led me away and stood with me behind a tree. He proceeded to inform me of an idea—something he wanted my help with. It was a plan too delicious for me to reject.

      “I’ll be your conspirator,” I replied.

      I could hardly keep my face straight as we moved back into view of the rest of the group. Heath gestured to Corrine, who was talking with my grandmother, and then to Kiev, who was sitting in conversation with Aiden and Micah.

      “I’ll fetch Kiev,” he said, “you fetch Corrine.”

      “Got it,” I whispered.

      And so the two of us parted ways. As I approached the two women, they turned to me, raising their brows. “Have you seen Arwen anywhere?” I asked.

      Corrine frowned, even as she looked around the clearing. “No.” Then she tensed. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, mimicking her frown. “Brock is missing, too. Last I saw of them, they were over there,” I added, pointing vaguely toward the direction of the willow tree. “We should look for them.”

      Barely a moment later, Heath had finished talking to Kiev, and the two men made their way toward us.

      “I won’t worry Ibrahim about this yet,” Corrine murmured. “Hopefully she’s just nearby.”

      “I’ll do the same with Mona,” Kiev grunted.

      Perfect.

      “I’m guessing we shouldn’t shout either, if we can help it,” Heath added, his face amazingly serious. “Probably best to not disturb these woods at night… As Grace said, we last saw them over here.”

      Heath led us into view of the willow tree. I could no longer hold back my snigger as Corrine and Kiev’s eyes shot to it at once. Watching the metamorphosis of Corrine’s expression was like witnessing the falling of an avalanche. Her eyes widened at first, then narrowed, as though she doubted her vision. Then the truth came crashing down on her all at once. Her jaw dropped so starkly, she looked like a dead fish.

      Kiev only looked mildly less shocked.

      “Of all things good and evil,” Corrine gasped. Then her voice strengthened into a bellow. “Arwen!”

      So much for not disturbing the woods…

      Arwen and Brock jerked apart as if jolted by an electric current. They gasped for words as their cheeks heated to a deep tomato red.

      “What in the name of all that is holy is this?” Corrine stormed toward them. “Brock? How long has this been going on?”

      I stole a glance at Heath. His chest was shaking with silent laughter.

      “Augh, Mom! I was going to tell you, okay?” Arwen cried back.

      “I really hope you treat my daughter right, mister,” Corrine rampaged on. She was now standing in front of Brock, gripping his collar. “Because if you don’t—”

      “Hey,” Kiev interrupted. “What are you insinuating?”

      Heath and I backed away before Arwen and Brock noticed us, although it was clear the entertainment would have lasted a while longer.

      As we returned to the rest of the group, I thought of Victoria with a twinge in my chest. If only she could have been here to see that.

      “Good job, partner,” Heath said, giving my arm a squeeze.

      All I could think to respond with was a goofy grin. Before I could do something to embarrass myself further, Xavier’s voice rang out through the trees. “The tracker! It’s showing up! The receiver is working!”

      Everyone shot up and rushed toward him. Even Kiev and Corrine arrived with their rumpled children.

      “Thank God!” Vivienne whispered.

      A red light at the base of the receiver had started flashing, even as an arrow emerged on the screen. It spun around wildly at first, but then settled, pointing deeper into the woods.

      “I wonder why it started working only now,” Micah said.

      “Maybe we needed to be closer,” I suggested hopefully. “Maybe we’ve gained a lot of ground on them.”

      “Hm,” Micah murmured. “Well, while it’s working, we should follow the device. This will hopefully save time. A lot of time.”
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      I felt quite disconcerted by the care Bastien was showing toward me. Mostly because I simply did not understand it. We were still basically strangers to each other. His behavior almost made me suspicious, although he had done nothing to earn my suspicion.

      I looked at him, frowning, as he scanned the trees around us. “We should keep moving,” he muttered through the satchel and belt still clenched between his teeth.

      “Where to now?”

      He paused, looking hesitant. “I need to find out how wide these hunters’ strides across our realm have become. The mountain lair we just left, my family’s lair, is one of the closest to where the hunters set up their base. I am supposing that we were among the very first to be affected. The second closest tribe that I know of is the Tuftbrook tribe. We have never been on very good terms with them, but we have not been inimical either… You might be surprised how few packs get along with each other,” he added with a dark look. “If these hunters wish to divide and conquer, if that is their strategy, division already exists in this realm aplenty; it’s ripe for the picking.”

      “You think the hunters might have reached the Tuftbrooks already?” I asked.

      “It’s possible. Perhaps they found allies among traitors there, as they did in my pack. Or, I believe more likely, they could have just wiped them all out… But I wish to visit and see for myself. I have hope they are still there.”

      And so I resumed my seat on his back and we began to travel again. I ended up closing my eyes for most of the journey—I’d been woken up abruptly, likely in the middle of a sleep cycle, and now I felt like death. Of course, there was no chance of actual sleep.

      After about an hour, he assured me that we were about to arrive and then, without warning, he came to a stop so sudden I almost got thrown off his back. Bastien’s head raised toward the treetops. Following his gaze, I realized what he had spotted. My breath hitched. Perched on a high branch—and thankfully facing the opposite direction—was one of the mutants. Then I spotted another one, two trees along.

      I expected Bastien to turn around and begin running in the opposite direction. It seemed obvious to me that the hunters had already struck here, as we had feared. But he kept creeping forward, even as he swerved to avoid direct visibility by the mutants above us.

      My breathing was coming hard and fast as the trees began to thin and we approached a clearing. The ground sloped from the edges downward, and in the center was a wide hole in the ground. It looked like a giant rabbit hole or… a wolf hole. Hunters in uniforms carrying guns were milling in and out of it.

      Come on, Bastien, let’s go! I was praying in my mind. What if they had installed alarms around here? We had witnessed enough to understand that they had taken over the lair.

      Finally, Bastien stepped backward and began running in the opposite direction, away from the hunters, away from their mutants. Once I guessed we had traveled about ten miles, he slowed to a walk.

      Still, he remained quiet.

      “So, they took over the Tuftbrooks’ lair,” I said.

      “Yes,” he grunted. “They are—or were—a tight-knit group, and I did doubt that any of them would be willing to submit to the hunters or cooperate with whatever it is they have in mind. The hunters have raided the place and either killed them or kidnapped them, or maybe a mixture of the two.”

      Shivers ran through me as I caught screeching in the distance, a reminder that we were still close to the mutants.

      “We should find some shelter for the night,” Bastien said, picking up his pace again.

      We traveled through the forest until we reached another spread of mountains, a smaller one this time, and thankfully less steep. Bastien began climbing and stopped about twenty feet up, where we came across a small cave. He crept inside and I slid off his back, touching down on the rocky surface.

      Bastien set down the satchel and the belt he had been carrying in his teeth. He nudged the satchel toward me with his nose. “Please take out my clothes.”

      I hadn’t known that he’d put clothes in here. But as I rummaged through, I found three clean sets. He must have packed them while I had been sleeping. I pulled out a shirt and a pair of pants as well as, ahem, underpants, and handed them to him. He collected them between his teeth and then dropped down over the edge. I wasn’t sure where he planned to change, but I stood back quite a distance…

      When he returned, he was a man again, fully dressed in his clothes. It was a good thing that he’d come when he had, because it had started to rain. We backed deeper into the cave together, bringing the belt and satchel with us. We found a couple of flat rocks and sat down.

      What had been a light drizzle fast turned into a downpour. Staring out at the rain beating against the mountainside and harassing the trees surrounding us, we lapsed into silence. It was surprisingly dry back here, and I might have even felt semi-comfortable lying down on this rock, but there was no way I could sleep now and I knew he wouldn’t either.

      My thoughts turned back to the hunters. How many other lairs had they reached already? Was the werewolf realm the only realm they had targeted so far? If not, which others had they gained a foothold in? And what was their game plan here? Was it just to send a message to supernaturals that they could just as easily cause havoc in their realms? Or in the end, were the hunters planning to massacre them all, even those who cooperated?

      I thought anxiously about Grace and Heath again. I had never witnessed what happened to them. And then I thought of the loved ones I’d left behind on Earth. It killed me to think how worried sick my parents would be right now. I feared that they would come through the portal in search of me and maybe even get captured themselves. Please be okay. My uniform jacket had a tracker installed in it, but I highly doubted it would work in the supernatural world.

      “How am I ever going to get back to them?” I found myself whispering aloud, fear constricting my throat. My words shattered through Bastien’s own contemplation and he glanced at me.

      “You need a portal,” he said.

      Well, yes and no. It depended on where the portal would lead in the human realm. I needed to get back there, but I couldn’t just be dumped anywhere… like in the middle of a wasteland overridden by Bloodless. I had to find a safe portal—one where, on the other side, I could find help to get back to The Shade.

      “Do you know of any other portals in this werewolf realm?” I asked all the same.

      “Yes,” Bastien replied. “I do know of one other. It is on the shore, some distance away from here.”

      I chewed on my lower lip. I guessed I could see where it led to. If it dropped me somewhere terrible, then I would just have to hope I could scramble back through the gate… and ask Bastien to wait for me.

      “Would you take me there?” I asked, tentatively.

      Bastien looked away, his expression rather morose. He nodded. “We’ll have to hope the hunters haven’t already taken control of it. But I’ll take you there, if you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” I said, even as I felt an unexpected stab of guilt. I felt bad for Bastien. The thought of leaving him all on his own, without friends, family, kingdom, or even a safe roof over his head.

      “You know,” I ventured, “assuming we can access that portal without hunters getting in the way, and assuming the other side doesn’t lead to somewhere hellish, you might be safer off in the human realm right now… Have you ever heard of The Shade?”

      He nodded. “You’d be hard-pressed to find a supernatural who has not heard of The Shade.” Then he shook his head. “But I cannot be lured away, Victoria. I cannot abandon my realm like a coward.” He grimaced at the notion, as though the very thought of it were disgusting. “I must stay and work to drive these men and their beasts off our land.”

      I paused, running my tongue over my lower lip. “And how do you plan to do that?” I asked.

      “I am still considering the matter… but I believe my first step must be to search this realm until I have found an untouched pack, and then together we must rally more wolves and form an army. Somehow, we must shake these demons from our soil. And it must be done soon. We must not let them spread any more than they already have.”

      I really had not the first clue how Bastien and his future army would ever accomplish that. He was right of course that if there was ever a chance of achieving it, it had to be done sooner rather than later. I didn’t know if the base that I’d arrived at was the hunters’ only base here. But if it was, it was still relatively small. I’d only spotted three buildings. Something told me they would be expanding, perhaps setting up bases in the very lairs they’d ransacked.

      “Do you have a large family?” Bastien asked, changing the subject. He looked genuinely curious.

      “A fairly large one,” I replied. “I don’t have any siblings, though.”

      I paused, holding my breath and wondering how to phrase the next question I wanted to ask him.

      “Um, I need to be honest,” I began, even as I wrestled with myself to find the right words. “I still don’t understand why you’re helping me so much. I know I freed you from that cage, but I mean, you’ve been putting yourself out for me a lot.”

      I didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but at the same time, after he’d delayed our escape just so I could sleep a few more hours, it was really beginning to nag at me. I wanted to better understand this man I found myself trapped with.

      To my surprise, Bastien smiled a little, though his eyes stayed fixed on the ground in front of him. “I suppose to someone who wasn’t a wolf, it would seem strange,” he said. Then his mouth straightened, the smile on his face fading. “But if you were a werewolf,” he went on, his tone deeper, “you would understand. It would be instinct to you.”

      I paused, waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t, I prodded, “I can try to understand. Understand what?”

      His eyes, gray and somber, roamed my face. “We form attachments easily in… situations such as this.”

      “And, um, what is ‘this’, exactly?”

      He swallowed before replying in a low voice, “Isolation. Separation.”

      I took a moment to absorb his words, even as I examined his face, studying every flicker of emotion that crossed it. His jaw was tight, and he looked like he was trying to steady his breathing.

      “Creatures like me,” he went on, “we are not meant to be separated from our pack, least of all our families.”

      Understanding dawned on me. In a time when his entire world had collapsed around him, the very foundations of his life had been shaken and all that he loved had been stripped from him… what did a man such as Bastien have to cling to? What mechanisms did a werewolf, an inherently social creature, employ to cope?

      He’d watched his family murdered, and he’d been beaten and locked up in a cage. Then I’d appeared from nowhere and freed him. And when he’d heard my scream on arriving at the other side of the portal, he had been called to help me because he’d seen me as an ally. A friend. Someone he could trust where he’d had none other. As a wolf, he appeared to have an inbuilt need for connection, companionship, however weak or useless or even burdensome that companion might be. And I… I was serving that need for him.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, thank you,” I said. “You’re a, uh, very caring person.” Ugh. That sounded so lame.

      “Perhaps I have my mother to thank for that,” he murmured.

      Before he could sink too much into melancholy again at the thought of his mother, I asked with a smile, “And what about your climbing skills? Where did you get those?”

      His eyes warmed. “Not all werewolves have that skill, you know,” he said, a boyish grin spreading across his face.

      I didn’t doubt that. Our werewolves in The Shade could climb, but certainly not with the skill and agility that Bastien could.

      “Would you like to know something about my childhood?” Bastien asked, leaning back against the wall of the cave, eyeing me.

      “Yes,” I replied. I truly was interested.

      “I was very different from every other werewolf my age,” he said. “While they shifted between man and wolf, I remained always stuck as a wolf. Indeed, I was born as a wolf—something that is practically unheard of in The Woodlands.”

      “So you came out of your mother as a furry, baby wolf?”

      He nodded, still grinning. “My parents were both shocked and devastated. They feared I was deformed and might never become a man.”

      “And you were stuck as a wolf for how long?”

      “I was a wolf all throughout my childhood. I couldn’t shift until I turned fifteen—in wolf years, that is. When I did manage it, I was able to shift at will.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, staring at him in astonishment.

      “I was simply a fluke of nature, according to my parents… I’ve always been the wildest of my siblings. Being a beast throughout my formative years, when I finally managed to shift it came as a shock. It felt so unnatural. So restrictive.”

      “Restrictive?” Thinking back to his Tarzan moves, I would hardly say that.

      “Well, it was to me,” he said. “It was the strangest thing to be unable to feel the ground beneath four feet. I missed the speed, the wild abandon of racing through the meadows at speeds only a wolf could. When I shifted to a man, I needed to find other ways to feel wild. Other ways to release my energy.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Releasing energy is something you seem to excel at.”

      He smiled impishly, running a hand down the back of his head.

      “You’re different, Bastien,” I concluded. “And I like that about you.”

      And even if we never see each other again after tomorrow, I thought with a twinge in my chest, I hope you won’t ever change.
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      Bastien’s mood grew heavier and sadder as the night wore on. And I knew why. I felt worse than ever at the thought of abandoning him. But I had to remind myself that I had other responsibilities. I had my family to think about. Maybe once I managed to make it back to The Shade and reunite with them, I could persuade the League to lend a hand to the werewolves to try to lessen their plight caused by the hunters. I didn’t know how that would all work out with the governments once the hunters found out we were trying to work against them, but nobody in The Shade would stand for what was going on here. My parents wouldn’t, and my uncle, Derek, certainly wouldn’t. These thoughts were the only way I could comfort myself as we left the cave at the first signs of morning.

      Gathering up the satchel and the belt, Bastien dutifully clambered down the mountainside with me on his back and re-entered the woods. The journey passed quickly this time—perhaps because I had so much on my mind. It was certainly the first time I could make such an observation since arriving in The Woodlands.

      The shore came into view, another pebble beach, though much longer than the one where Bastien and his pack had their hideout. As we emerged onto it, leaving the shelter and shadows of the trees, we looked around cautiously. Bastien looked left and right, up and down the shore, while I scanned the skies for mutants. Or maybe even helicopters. God knew what else these hunters had brought through the portal.

      So far, so good. The coast seemed clear. He began to run again, bolder now, along the beach.

      “How do you even know about this gate?” I asked him.

      “My older brother was the one to discover it,” he replied. “This one is less known to other werewolves than the one that the hunters have occupied…”

      Bastien’s voice trailed off as his eyes moved further up the beach. They fixed on an area in the distance. He sped up again and then stopped after about half a mile. There appeared to be nothing different about this stretch of beach than the one we had just traversed. There were no signs of holes or indentations anywhere. I was not sure why he was stopping here…

      My heart sank as he said, “The portal should be here. I swear, it’s on this stretch of beach.”

      And yet there was nothing. He raced further up the beach and then further down it, along the path we had already traveled, as though he might have missed it. But we hadn’t. No portal was anywhere to be seen along this beach.

      “Are you sure this is the right beach?” I asked.

      “I’m positive,” Bastien said.

      “Then what could’ve happened to the gate?” I breathed. “Could the hunters have… closed it?”

      “Not without the help of a powerful witch,” Bastien murmured. “But maybe they do have witches at their service… That would explain a number of things.”

      Closing gates was something that Ibrahim and Corrine were able to do, as well as Mona—since she had regained the strength she’d lost after Lilith’s death. In the past we had fantasized about the three of them traveling the world with Mona’s map of portals and closing off all of them to solve this whole supernatural problem once and for all. But they had discovered even before I was born that the map was in no way comprehensive. Even if they managed to close them all, there were possibly hundreds of others we would never locate without a new map.

      I wondered what kind of witch would ever want to side with the hunters.

      “I wonder why they would want to close this gate,” I mumbled.

      Bastien shrugged.

      Maybe it was for more control. They wanted as few points of entry—and exit—as possible while they were here. Hmm.

      “But there must be other gates in this realm?” I asked hopefully.

      Bastien began moving away from the center of the beach and toward the shelter of the trees again. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I am sorry.”

      Oh, great. What am I going to do now?

      Once we were deep within the woods again, Bastien halted and let me get off. I began pacing up and down—or rather, hobbling up and down. “I need to get back to my family,” I said. I was just praying that Heath and Grace managed to escape and had made their way back through the portal, and would hopefully now be safely returned to The Shade.

      “It’s possible we might come across some other wolves who know of another portal… if you come with me,” Bastien suggested.

      I turned on him. “And where exactly do you plan to go now?” I asked, dreading to think how many more bumpy hours—or maybe even days—lay in wait for me atop Bastien’s back.

      “As I said last night, I need to find allies. I plan to head east, toward one of the few packs that the Blackhalls are—or were—actually friends with. I believe they might be far enough away for the hunters to not have reached them yet. But I have to hurry.”

      “And how long do you estimate that journey will take?” I asked, steeling myself for the answer.

      “It’s hard to say,” Bastien said. “I’ve not made the journey since I was a boy. I would estimate perhaps a day. It could be less or it could be more, depending on whether or not we meet with any obstacles along the way.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “Okay,” I said, my voice deep with resignation. My choice was hardly a difficult one. There were no other options on the table other than to go with Bastien.

      I couldn’t miss the flicker of relief in his gray eyes. At least someone has benefited from this turn of events. He would no longer be left on his own.
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      Day had broken by the time we reached the end of the woods and arrived at a mountain range.

      “Oh, I know this place,” Micah said. “This is Blackhall territory. Maybe that man is a Blackhall.”

      We moved toward a wooden door at the base of the mountain, yet the arrow on our device’s screen was not pointing there. Rather, it was pointing us toward the meadows on the other side of the range, beyond which lay more trees.

      Micah sniffed around the door. It was a good thing that his sense of smell was unparalleled even in his human form. “They came right up to here. I’m guessing that they went inside. Though if the device is correct, they must have left again. Perhaps they just stopped for rest or refreshment.”

      Where is that wolf taking her?

      “Should we ask in here?” I suggested. “Someone in here may know where they’ve gone.”

      “Yes,” Micah replied. “We should.”

      “What do you know about the Blackhalls?” Vivienne asked.

      Micah shrugged. “My pack never had many dealings with them. I hardly know anything, other than they’re strong, resistant wolves.”

      Micah hammered his fists against the door. We stepped back, waiting with bated breath.

      The door creaked slowly open to reveal an imposing bearded man dressed in the garb of a guard—his chest plated with armor, his belt loaded with blades.

      “My name is Micah Kaelin,” Micah said, extending a hand.

      The guard refused to shake it. He looked at him suspiciously, then at us. “What brings you here?” he asked Micah. “Who are these people?”

      “We are searching for a human girl whom I believe might have been captured by a member of your pack. A werewolf stopped by here with a human, didn’t he?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Bastien Blackhall.”

      Bastien. So that’s his name.

      “Where did they go?” Xavier asked.

      “I do not know,” the guard replied.

      “There must be somebody here who knows,” Micah pressed. “I would be extremely grateful to you if you could allow us inside.”

      The guard chewed on his lower lip, but then with a grunt, he nodded. “Very well. Perhaps our ruler would like to speak with you about the matter. I will see if His Highness will grant you a reception.”

      We bundled inside the grand entrance area before the guard led us up a stone staircase, along winding corridors illuminated by torchlight, until we emerged in another vast chamber. It was some kind of royal court, based on the rich furnishings and two empty thrones on a raised platform at the other end.

      “Wait here,” the guard said.

      We wandered about the hall a bit, gazing around at the unusual tapestries. I found myself gravitating toward Heath as he approached the thrones.

      Then the guard returned with another man, a tall, slim man with light blond hair, crested with a crown. He wore an earth-colored waistcoat, and other than his crown, he was not exactly dressed like royalty.

      “I introduce to you our ruler, Detrius Blackhall,” the guard said with a flourish.

      Detrius’ gaze was curious as it moved over us. “You have come to inquire about my cousin?” he asked.

      “Bastien is your cousin?” Micah asked.

      Detrius’ face darkened. “I hate to admit it, but yes. He is my scoundrel cousin.”

      Scoundrel?

      “He was here just a matter of hours ago with a human, correct?” Micah went on.

      “You are correct,” Detrius said heavily. “Alas, he would not stay with us longer so we could talk sense into him. May I ask why you are so bent on finding them?”

      “She is my daughter,” Vivienne breathed. “Talk sense into him about what?”

      “About insisting he keep your daughter with him, even though she is clearly innocent. He has made her his concubine.”

      A chill ran down my spine. Xavier and Vivienne blanched.

      “Oh, no,” Vivienne raised a palm to her mouth. “No.”

      “I suspected she might be the daughter of a hunter, and the last thing we need is for those men to come after us. He would not listen, and fled with her during the night.”

      “We have to leave,” Xavier said. “Now.”

      “Can you confirm which direction they went?” my grandmother asked.

      “Across the meadows and into the woods,” Detrius replied. “If you find him, would you be so courteous as to drop back this way and inform me?”

      “We can’t promise that,” Micah said. “But thank you for your help.”

      “Understandably,” Detrius said. “You know, it could be a long journey. Can I equip you with some water? Food?”

      We all looked at each other. More water would not be a bad idea. Heath and Jeriad drank a ton.

      “We will accept water if you can provide it quickly,” my grandfather replied.

      “Certainly,” he said, before addressing the guard: “Come.”

      They left the room and the guard returned within ten minutes, carrying copper flasks of water. He handed them to us and we stuffed them into our backpacks.

      “His Highness wishes to reiterate it would be wise to find your daughter as quickly as possible.”

      Without another moment’s delay, the witches vanished us from the court.
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      Bastien’s estimation of a day of travel turned out to be roughly accurate. It took us about a day and a half. We had a few scares along the way—all of them involving hearing the screech of a mutant, or spotting one flying overhead in the sky—but other than being forced to pause for a while here and then, we did not meet with any major obstacles.

      Early in the evening the next day, we had arrived at another mountain range—a black mountain range. The home of the Northstones, according to Bastien. During the journey, he had explained to me a little about their history, and the real reason they were on friendly terms. It was because of an arranged marriage that had taken place several decades ago, between Bastien’s aunt on his mother’s side and one of the Northstone chiefs. Although the two packs remained living far away from one another, the marriage had made them allies, or as close to allies as wolves of separate tribes could get.

      As we neared a large gaping tunnel at the base of the mountain—the entrance to the Northstone lair, I could only assume—I found myself contemplating how strange it was to have an entire realm populated by the same race and yet hardly any of them were even on speaking terms with each other. Perhaps this was one reason why the hunters had set up here first. Then again, I did not know if The Woodlands was the first place they had set up. It was simply the first one we had discovered.

      Arriving outside the tunnel, Bastien set me down and requested I hand him another set of clothes. I did so, and he wandered off for about a minute to transform back into a man and dress. He returned to me in his fresh clothes and then lowered himself before me, allowing me to climb onto his back. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and then enveloped my long legs around his waist, wincing slightly as my ankle brushed against his torso. At least this was more comfortable than being on his wolf back.

      We entered the tunnel, which wound in a semicircle through the base of the mountain. As we reached the end of it, we were met with a wide oaken door.

      Bastien knocked, then stood back. I could tell by the pace of his breathing that he was nervous too.

      The door swung open two minutes later, and standing in the spacious doorway was a werewolf—in his humanoid form—who, according to my estimation, was at least six foot seven in height. His body was as stout as a redwood’s trunk, his face wide and round. He had crinkled blond hair that trailed down the sides of his face and formed a goatee at his chin. His honeycomb-colored eyes bulged on seeing Bastien and me, but he didn’t look nearly as stunned as Bastien’s cousin had looked.

      “Bastien!” the man cheered, a smile breaking out on his face.

      “Uncle Sergius,” Bastien replied, managing to break out a smile of his own.

      Oh, uncle. That must mean this is the guy who married Bastien’s aunt.

      Sergius strode forward and drew Bastien in for an embrace.

      “I’m glad you’re well and safe,” Bastien commented, as he gazed through the doorway over Sergius’ shoulder.

      “Of course!” Sergius replied, still grinning. “And what a splendid surprise this is! My nephew, come to visit! Wait till Brucella finds out.” His eyes fell on me, his smile fading a little. “And who is this young… human?”

      “She is my companion,” Bastien replied. He glanced at me furtively, as if to gauge how okay I was with that description, before looking back at his uncle. Companion was certainly a step up from concubine. It was comforting that Bastien trusted these people enough to tell them the truth. Hopefully we would not find ourselves doing another midnight leap from the top of this mountain. “I will tell you more about how we met,” Bastien went on, “as well as many other things we must discuss. I don’t know how much you are already aware of about the hunters?”

      From the look on Sergius’ face, he didn’t know anything. He widened his eyes, his fair eyebrows raised practically to his hairline. “Hunters?” he asked, even as he realized that we were still standing in the doorway. Sergius took my hand, as well as the hand of Bastien, and pulled us both in through the door before closing it behind us and bolting it.

      We had emerged into a small, bare entrance chamber that resembled more a cave than a room, nothing like the entrance hall of the Blackhalls’. Sergius led us through it, then up a winding stone staircase, until we emerged in a corridor that showed more signs of habitation. At least, there were woven carpets on the floor, and the walls were decorated with weapons—knives, daggers, swords, spears.

      “I will take you to Brucella at once,” Sergius informed us. “And then you can recount to us all that you wish, and explain your reason for visiting so unexpectedly. We were just in the dining hall, finishing dinner. Are you hungry by any chance?”

      Even now, I still wasn’t hungry. I doubted I would feel hungry again until I was safely back in The Shade with my family. Bastien answered before I could refuse, however, “Yes, we are both hungry. We would be very grateful for a meal.” Somehow I doubted that was true for Bastien either, and he was asking for food for my sake.

      Sergius led us along several more corridors, which were really more like tunnels, before he stopped abruptly in front of a pair of double doors. Pressing his giant palms against them, he shoved them open. As we stepped through, I expected a large hall, but instead it was a small chamber lit by glowing lanterns, not much bigger than the living room of my parents’ and my penthouse back in The Shade. The only furnishings were a cherry wood table running down the center and matching chairs. The table looked large enough to fit ten, but only three were seated around it.

      A middle-aged woman sitting at one end of the table rose from her meal and stared at us. She had straight, light brown hair. I wondered if that was Bastien’s aunt. Next to her, on her left, sat another woman, also middle-aged, with blonde hair and light amber eyes. She resembled Sergius. Perhaps they were siblings. And then the third person seated at the table was a young woman who didn’t look much older than me. She had both amber eyes and light brown hair. Brucella and Sergius’ daughter?

      The three women shoved back their chairs and surged toward us. Bastien lowered me to the floor as they gripped his shoulders and kissed his cheeks, drawing him into tight hugs one at a time. Watching them greet each other, I learned that my guesses had been correct. The older brunette was Brucella, the blonde woman was Sergius’ sister, Lavonna, while the young daughter was Brucella and Sergius’ daughter, Rona. Bastien’s cousin.

      When they stepped back, their focus shifted to me.

      “This is Victoria,” Bastien introduced me. My skin tingled a little as his arm snaked around my waist. “She is my friend.”

      I braced myself beneath their curious stares. It was actually more of a glare that came from Brucella. Rona was the warmest of the three, and she even gave me a small smile, which I returned.

      Brucella cleared her throat. “Please take a seat.” She gestured toward two empty ones: one on the other side of Rona’s place, and another on the opposite side of the table, next to Lavonna.

      I wished that I could have sat next to Bastien—I was feeling awkward enough as it was—but Bastien was already obliging, and moving to where Brucella was pointing out for him: the seat next to Rona. We all sat down, myself sandwiched between Lavonna and Sergius.

      Brucella headed through a door at the back of the room that had escaped my notice until now and when she returned, she was holding two full plates of steaming food. As she placed one down in front of me, it looked rich and nutritious, and probably delicious, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat more than a few nibbles of bread. My stomach was still too tight for food.

      As I glanced at Bastien, he also was picking rather than eating.

      “Hunters,” Sergius began. “You must tell us everything.”

      “Yes.” Bastien heaved a deep sigh, setting down his fork.

      He began to recount what had happened to him—how the hunters had swept through the Blackhall lair in the dead of night, how he’d watched his parents and siblings murdered, then been dragged back to their base with not a clue as to why or what they wanted with him. How they had decided to keep them alive and caged him up… As he recounted this part of the story, I wondered whether they had kept Bastien alive because they’d detected something unusual about him, that he was a different kind of werewolf, and rather than kill him had instead wanted to take him back to their headquarters on Earth for testing. Hmm.

      Bastien moved on to explain how I had rescued him. Even though in fact it was Arwen who’d cut his bars and freed him—I was just the one who’d suggested it—he spoke of the incident as though I were the only one involved, as though he had only seen me. Then he recounted the painful experience of discovering that his uncle and cousin had betrayed him. Brucella, being the sister of Bastien’s mother, and not directly related by blood to either Detrius or his father Orion, was quick to cry curses at the men and decry them as monsters.

      Brucella turned into a weeping wreck, having learned she’d lost her sister, brother-in-law, and her nieces and nephews in the span of one night. Rona also cried, though not as loudly.

      As Bastien finished his tale, he looked up at me, grim.

      Well, this has been a cheery dinner.

      It took a while for Brucella to stop wailing, but finally she gripped her fork, her hands practically shaking with anger. “We must eradicate these humans! We must!” Her eyes were fierce, and she practically snarled the words. “We must make them rue the day they ever set foot on our land!” She stood up from the table, stamping one foot. Then her glower narrowed on me. Her stare gave me shivers. She was looking at me as though I was the culprit. Then again, she had been cold with me ever since I’d entered the room, even before she’d found out about her family’s deaths. What is this woman’s problem? Maybe she was just prejudiced against humans, period.

      “Yes, we must.” Sergius spoke up, his voice hoarse. “But Brucella, we are exhausted with grief and we will all think more clearly in the morning.”

      Brucella descended into another round of sobs before her husband stood up and took her by the shoulders and led her toward the exit. Before heading off completely, he called over his shoulder, “Bastien, Lavonna will take you and your friend to your beds. We’ll speak again in the morning. Early.”

      As the couple left the room, Bastien and I were left with Lavonna and Rona. Rona’s expression was somber as she stared down at her hands folded on her lap. Silence engulfed us.

      “Well,” Lavonna said, rising to her feet. “I’ll take you to your rooms, shall I?” Then she addressed Rona. “Are you coming too? You look tired, my love.”

      Rona nodded and stood. She towered over even me, and I considered myself tall for a girl, at five foot ten. She was only just shorter than Bastien. I could hardly be surprised though, given her father’s height.

      Bastien rose with her, as did I… only to realize my right leg—the injured one—had gone to sleep. I couldn’t move it at all at first, and stood still, waiting for the blood to trickle down through it. Bastien kindly offered his arm to me in support, and I hobbled alongside him once I was able to move again.

      “What happened to your leg?” Lavonna asked, eyeing my bandaged ankle.

      “I just, uh, sprained my ankle,” I said, kind of embarrassed to be drawing so much attention to myself in front of strangers, and at a time where there were far more serious matters to be thinking about.

      “It happened during her escape from the hunters,” Bastien clarified.

      Rona approached us, moving with the grace of a swan, and slid a hand through Bastien’s other arm. Then the four of us left the dining room. We passed along the corridor and reached a winding wooden staircase. Here Bastien allowed me to climb onto his back again, and he carried me up the narrow stairwell, the other two following behind us in single file. I was beginning to feel dizzy from the staircase’s twists and turns, but finally, reaching the top, we parted from the staircase and emerged in another hallway lined with doors.

      “As you know,” Lavonna said, breaking the silence, “we are not exactly accustomed to having guests. But we have two quarters free, due to Emil, Teia and her sister leaving to visit Emil’s parents.”

      “Teia and her sister?” Bastien asked, frowning. “Why would they accompany Emil?”

      “Emil and Teia married last month,” Rona explained.

      “Oh,” Bastien said softly. “I see.”

      I had no idea who either of those people were, but the exchange gave me a glimpse into how distant the Blackhalls and Northstones actually were, in spite of how welcoming they were being now to Bastien.

      Lavonna stopped outside the second to last door at the end of the corridor and pushed it open. Then she moved to the one next to it and pushed that open too.

      “Well,” she said. “Take your pick.”

      Bastien looked at me. I really didn’t care. “Uh, I’ll go with this one,” I said, pointing to the room on my right, simply because it was closest to me. I grabbed hold of the door handle and hobbled to it. I glanced from Rona to Lavonna and then to Bastien before offering a small smile and saying, “Have a good rest.”

      They bade me farewell, and then I closed the door, finding myself alone in this cold apartment. As with the rest of this place, old-fashioned lanterns cast a warm orange glow from the walls. I ambled deeper and located the bathroom. The toilet was quite unlike anything I’d seen before. It was just a hole in the ground that led to… I would rather not picture where. Otherwise, the place seemed fine. Basic, and resembling a cave with its bare stone walls and minimal furnishings, but hygienic.

      I moved to the oval-shaped bedroom and climbed onto the teak bed, relieved that the mattress was soft and comfortable as I nestled into it. There was a fireplace in one corner but I didn’t think I had the energy to start messing with that. Instead I just gathered the blankets around me and curled up beneath them.

      

      In spite of my eyes being heavy, I did not sleep. I stayed up, tossing and turning into the night, worrying and wondering about Grace, Heath, my parents and the rest of my family.

      As I sensed the early morning hours approaching, I heard knocking against wood. Assuming that it was someone outside my door, I slipped out of bed when I heard a creaking. The door next to mine swung open—the door to Bastien’s apartment. Shivering from the cold, I crawled back into my bed and enveloped myself in blankets again.

      Muffled voices came through the wall, but I could not make out what they were saying until they rose a little louder.

      “But Bastien, how do you know she is not a hunter?” A deep, gravelly voice spoke. Sergius, in his wolf form.

      I froze. Whom else could he be talking about but me?

      Although I felt guilty for eavesdropping, I couldn’t help but hurry to the wall now and press my ear against it.

      “I told you already,” Bastien said, exasperation in his tone. “She is just a girl!”

      “But it could all be a lie,” Sergius pressed. “You have spoken about how cunning these hunters are. She could be a plant… a plant meant to gain your trust in order to spy and locate the packs of The Woodlands that remain standing strong.”

      “She’s not,” Bastien said. “Too many things about our meeting just wouldn’t make sense in that scenario.”

      There was another pause.

      “Well,” Sergius said, clearing his throat, “Brucella is not comfortable with her here.”

      “Ah, Brucella. It always comes down to her, doesn’t it? Uncle, I mean you no disrespect, but are you not your own man? Are you not the leader of this pack? Have you no control over your wife’s whims?”

      “I’m sorry, Bastien,” Sergius replied, his tone subdued. “You know how your aunt is, and especially after everything you told her last night, she has been hysterical. I insisted that you trusted the human girl, and that should be enough for her, but she’s unable to think straight… She wants her gone by tomorrow.”

      My breath hitched. Gone. Where to?

      A deathly silence fell on the other side of the wall. Then Bastien replied, stoic and clipped, “By getting rid of her, you’ll be getting rid of me.”

      Sergius exhaled in frustration. “Bastien, why must you be like this?”

      “If it weren’t for her, I would not even be here,” Bastien growled. “No matter what you—or should I say Brucella—suspect of her intentions, I cannot simply cast her aside. Do you really think I could be so callous, after all we’ve survived together? If any of you knew of another gate to the human realm, I could send her back. But until we discover such a portal, she remains under my care. Just give the word, and we will leave.”

      I felt a stab of guilt. Brucella seemed to have had it out for me the moment she laid eyes on me, but I hated feeling like such a burden. Bastien desperately needed the cooperation of other wolves if they ever had a chance of salvaging their land, and having me here was doing nothing but throwing a wrench in the works. Ugh, how I wish that portal had just been open and led to somewhere safe… I could’ve returned through it, rather than continuing to be a burden hanging around Bastien’s neck.

      “Well,” Sergius said, after a painfully long pause, “I see you are firm in your stance. I will tell your aunt and see if she still insists.”

      A few moments later, the front door to Bastien’s apartment opened and then closed again. Sergius had left.

      Now what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      As morning arrived, sunshine streamed through the small window in the corner of my room. I got out of bed and took a quick bucket bath—with cold water—before leaving my apartment and arriving outside Bastien’s door. To my surprise, it was open. I peeked inside and called out his name. No reply.

      I wandered inside, finding myself searching very similar quarters to my own, but Bastien was nowhere to be seen. The apartment was empty.

      I wasn’t sure what else to do but to return to my place and wait. Eventually, I heard footsteps in the corridor outside my door. Then three knocks. I hobbled to open it. Bastien stood before me in his human form, a black robe wrapped around him, his eyes alert and intense.

      “I overheard your conversation with Sergius last night,” I confessed, before he could say anything.

      “I suspected you might have,” he said, striding inside and closing the door. “Anyhow, I’ve just been to speak to my aunt. She has agreed to allow you to stay.”

      “Oh,” I said. From his expression, I’d been expecting him to tell me quite the opposite. “Why?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “She was more reasonable when I went to see her this morning. Though don’t be under any illusions that she trusts you,” he added, concern in his eyes. “But you can stay among the Northstones until we find another portal.”

      Until. I couldn’t shake the fear that it was more a question of if, having learned that none of these wolves knew where another gate was.

      “All right,” I said, swallowing. “Thank you.”

      “While I was downstairs,” he went on, “we also had a meeting. Sergius, Brucella, and the other prominent members of this pack attended.” He moved to the bed and sat down. I followed, taking a seat next to him. “We discussed what our next step must be. They were in favor of launching an attack on the hunters’ lair immediately. That is only to be expected, because none of them witnessed for themselves the hunters’ beasts and weaponry. I succeeded in swaying them toward a different course of action—rallying all those who are willing to be rallied. We must scour The Woodlands in its entirety and gather together all the tribes that have not yet been eradicated or compromised by the hunters. Those who are still unaware of the hunters’ presence must be warned, and persuaded to join us. Then, once we have gathered together, we must choose somewhere large enough and well hidden enough to base ourselves, and hold a meeting to decide on the best course of attack.”

      “But these packs seem to be so disconnected,” I said. “Even if you traveled to each of them and informed them of hunters, would they even believe you? Would they agree to join you?”

      “We can only try,” Bastien said, rubbing his temples. “The more packs we manage to accumulate along the way, the easier it will become to gain trust. We do after all share the same land.”

      “Do you know why there’s such strife between packs?” I asked. It was something I had been wondering for a long time.

      He shrugged. “This was simply the world into which I was born.” He paused, seemingly drifting into his own thoughts, before snapping himself back to reality. “Everyone is preparing to leave now. We plan to depart as soon as possible, in less than an hour.” He stood up, tightening his robe around his waist, even as it draped to reveal his muscled chest. “We have no idea how long we will be traveling so we must take plenty of garments with us,” he went on. “I requested Lavonna to come up to your room in a few minutes to provide you with some. In the meantime I have some preparations of my own to make, and”—his eyes lowered to my ankle—“I should dress that again before we leave.”

      Then he stood and, without a backward glance, strode out of the room, leaving me to absorb everything he’d just said.

      I wondered how many tribes there were in The Woodlands in total. How long we would need to be traveling. Whether anyone among them would know of another gate.

      I stood up and moved to the window, gazing out at the view—beyond the clearing at the base of this mountain was nothing but woods, woods, and more woods, for as far as I could see.

      A sudden rapping at the door made me jump. I had barely turned around when the handle creaked and the door pushed open. I expected to see Lavonna standing in the doorway, as Bastien had predicted, but instead there stood Brucella.

      I stopped still, gazing at her she entered the apartment and closed the door behind her. She was carrying a bundle of clothes in her hands and a brown woven satchel. She met my eyes only briefly, in a glower, before striding further into the apartment and entering the bedroom where I stood. She planted the items down on the bed briskly before facing me. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face red and puffy, as though she had been crying still. However, when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly steady. “I have come to bring these for you instead of Lavonna,” she explained.

      “Oh,” I murmured. “Thanks.”

      An awkward pause followed as her eyes roamed me from head to toe.

      “Is there, um, anything else?” I asked.

      She stepped forward. I instinctively stepped back.

      A small, artificial smile crossed her full lips, a smile that was more disconcerting than her glare. “Yes,” she said. “There is something. I would like to ask you a question.”

      I flinched as she shot out a hand and laid it on my shoulder. From the steeliness of her gaze, I had half been expecting her to slap me across the face. She closed the distance between us, until our faces were but a few inches apart. Then she breathed, “Is my nephew still a virgin?”

      My eyes bulged. “What?” I choked. How would I know that?

      Her eyes narrowed, her grip on my shoulder tightening a little. “Don’t play coy with me,” she said, her voice a lot harsher than it had been a second ago.

      “I seriously have no idea what you’re talking about.” The blood rose to my cheeks.

      Her brows knotted. “So you are telling me that you have not soiled him?”

      Soiled him?

      “No!” I yelped.

      Her steely blue eyes dug into me, as if trying to fish for a lie in my irises. I held her gaze, defiant. She would find no guilt in my gaze. That much is for sure…

      Finally, her grip slackened on my shoulder and she took a step back.

      “Hm,” she murmured, softly. Then her plastic smile reappeared. “Good. Because you should know that he has been betrothed since he was a child to my own daughter, Rona.”

      I had to fight to keep my expression from turning to disgust. Bastien is betrothed to his cousin? That would be like me being engaged to Ben or Jeramiah. Ugh.

      I cleared my throat. “I assure you, Mrs. Northstone, there is absolutely nothing of that sort going on between Bastien and me. It would be a stretch to even call us friends. We’re just two people thrown together by circumstance. If I could just find a safe gate that would lead me home, I would not even be here.”

      She hm’ed again softly. “For your sake, my dear, I hope so.”

      With one last biting glare, she turned on her heels and left the room, leaving me gaping after her.
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      Man, these she-wolves are more fierce than their male counterparts.

      “For your sake, my dear, I hope so.”

      What on earth did Brucella mean by that? Was she threatening me?

      Resuming my seat on the mattress, I tried to shake away the encounter, but since I had nothing else to do in this apartment that could distract me, it continued to play back in my mind until eventually there was another knock at my door. I was half afraid that it might be her again, but no. To my relief, it was Bastien standing in the doorway, fully dressed in his usual loose, casual garb.

      “Are you all right?” he asked as his eyes roamed my face. “You look pale.”

      “Yes, I’m okay,” I said, even as I wondered whether to mention the encounter with Brucella to Bastien. I supposed it was best that I did. “It’s just that your, uh, aunt visited.”

      Bastien’s jaw tensed. “What did she want?”

      “Well, she brought me some clothes and a satchel to put them in,” I said, gesturing to the bed where she had left the items and where they still sat, untouched by me. “And then she, uh, informed me that you are betrothed to Rona.”

      Bastien scowled, shaking his head. “She just won’t let that lie.”

      “So you are really betrothed to your cousin?” I asked.

      “Yes, she is meant for me,” he said through gritted teeth. “If and when I decide to marry.”

      He dipped into his pocket and withdrew a long band of fabric. I sat down on the bed as he lowered to my ankle and held it. He raised it gently and unwrapped the old cloth before starting on the new one. As he wrapped the bandage round and round, he concentrated with such focus, it was almost like it was some kind of therapy for him.

      Once he’d finished, he stood up and walked to the window. He gazed out at the clear blue sky and turned his back on me.

      “I was supposed to marry Rona last year,” he muttered after a span of silence. “But I put it off. I was not interested in entering such a bond as marriage then… and neither am I now.”

      I bit my lip, unsure of what to say when he went quiet again. Whether he even expected me to say anything at all.

      “The delay has been one reason that the relationship between the Northstones and the Blackhalls has been more strained than it once was,” he went on.

      “Does Rona know?” I asked, recalling her warm smile as she greeted me, quite unlike her mother’s icy glare. She had been the friendliest of the three women to me, which struck me as odd.

      Bastien shook his head. “No. It’s a custom of our tribes to have the man be the one to inform the woman. Rona’s parents informed her from an early age that she has been betrothed to someone and will have a husband—to ensure she does not go looking for a mate herself—but she does not know whom.”

      “I see,” I said, even as I frowned. At least that would explain Rona having no reason to be jealous of me.

      There was another lapse of silence as he continued to gaze out of the window. I found myself wondering whether we shouldn’t be heading down by now—after all, Bastien had said that we would leave within an hour. I was sure more time had passed.

      Piling the clothes into the satchel, I rested it over one shoulder before approaching him. I stood next to him by the window, daring to steal a glance at his face. His expression was stoic, quite devoid of emotion, except for his eyes. Behind them brewed a storm of discontent.

      His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed hard. Then he spoke in a voice so soft I wondered whether he was talking to himself more than to me. “My heart wants to be wild,” he whispered. “Free. Like my feet in an endless meadow. My arms in the mighty trees. I cannot stand enclosures.” Finally, his eyes lowered and met mine, penetrating. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      I nodded, my mouth oddly dry. “Of course,” I said. His gaze suddenly felt a little too intense to hold. I looked back out of the window.

      “But I don’t understand why you can’t be free,” I dared go on. “Why you can’t be wild. Surely you don’t have to marry Rona if you don’t want to.” As you said to Sergius last night, are you not your own man?

      He shook his head, a bitter smile crossing his face. “That kind of transgression is simply not made in werewolf tribes. Once two wolves have been marked for each other, no other wolf will dare touch them, lest they face the wrath of the bride’s family.” He chuckled sourly. “No other girl would marry me. Not with Brucella involved.”

      I cleared my throat. I could kind of sympathize with that… “Well, being single can be fulfilling, too,” I said. “Not everyone has to get married to be happy.”

      He nodded again, though from the look in his eyes, something told me that he didn’t quite believe it.

      “Anyway.” He drew in a deep breath, apparently coming to his senses and realizing the time. “We should leave.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      Bastien headed into his apartment briefly before we left, to retrieve the satchel still filled with blades and arrows, as well as his belt and bow.

      Then he took me downstairs, to a larger dining hall than the one we’d sat in last night, where a table was laid out with an array of breakfast items. There was nobody in this room, and judging by the mostly empty metal food containers, the rest of the wolves had already eaten. I forced myself to eat more than I had last night. I might not be hungry, but I also wasn’t stupid. I needed strength for the journey ahead. Still, I didn’t want anything too heavy. I filled my plate with a pile of exotic-looking nuts and a handful of round pink fruits that resembled plums, but whose texture was fleshy and slimy, more like jackfruit. Then I drank a large cup of milk—which, for all I knew, could have been wolf milk, for it didn’t taste like cow’s milk. I preferred not to ask Bastien.

      Once I was done with my meal and he was done with his much larger one, we headed to the exit, where a large pack of wolves were waiting. I estimated over fifty in total. Surely not all of them were Northstones, though I guessed that they must have all been related to them in one way or another.

      Many turned to eye me coldly as they noticed us approach. They had similar looks of suspicion in their eyes as Brucella. I guess they’re all wondering whether I have stolen Bastien’s virtue, too… If the poor guy ever fell in love with a wolf other than Rona, I wondered whether all of these wolves would go after her, along with Brucella. It certainly looked like it, from the way they were glaring at me.

      I gripped Bastien’s arm, moving closer to him, as we all began to pile out of the mountain and assemble in the clearing outside.

      It being daytime, all of the other wolves were stuck in their human forms. Although Bastien could’ve turned at will into his wolf form, to my surprise, he stayed human.

      I climbed onto Bastien’s back as the wolves began bolting into the woods. Once he’d clamped his hands around my legs, checking that I was secure, he raced after them.

      “So where exactly are we going first? Which tribe?” I asked Bastien, even as I struggled to breathe against his ear due to the speed he was running at. He had only just started and he was already outpacing all of them, even the werewolves who were taller than him.

      “The Bonereaver tribe,” he said with a grimace.

      “And do you know them personally?” I asked.

      “Some of them,” he replied. “I can’t stand them. The only reason we’re heading there first is because Sergius has some relations with them. Otherwise, they would be the absolute last on my agenda… maybe not even on my agenda at all,” he added beneath his breath.

      “Why do you dislike them so much?” I asked, as Bastien ducked down to avoid a low-hanging branch.

      “Oh, come now, Bastien!” Brucella’s voice shrilled before he could reply. I cast a look back to see that she was trailing right behind us, not so subtly eavesdropping. “They’re not that bad.”

      Bastien rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

      “Just because you and Dane quibbled as children doesn’t mean you have to paint them all with the same brush.” She sped up in an attempt to run level with Bastien, but as she increased her pace, so did Bastien.

      “It’s not just about Dane,” he muttered. “It’s their whole… vibe. I’ve never been able to see eye to eye with them.”

      “You should get to know Dane’s older brother, Regnard,” Brucella persisted, as if she hadn’t heard what Bastien had just said. “I’m sure you would get on well with him.”

      Bastien did not bother replying to this. Instead, he surged forward, making it even more impossible for her to catch up to us. Then, without warning, he thrust upward and we went shooting into the tree branches above.

      “Bastien?” Brucella’s voice drifted up. “What are you doing?”

      God. She behaves like his mother.

      “Where are you going, Bastien?” It was Sergius this time.

      “Just keep going,” Bastien called down over his shoulder, even as he swung higher with me. “I’ll be traveling alongside you still. Just from up here.”

      “We don’t want you getting lost,” Brucella called.

      “I know the way,” Bastien growled down, even as he took a giant leap and thrust from one tree to the next. The food in my stomach churned. I was glad that I had not eaten more than I had.

      The wind trailed its cool fingers through my hair, leaves brushing against the back of my head, as Bastien swung gracefully amidst branches. As he gained momentum, his limbs were fluid, precise, breathtakingly powerful. It was hardly even bumpy anymore, just one long flow of movement as we flooded through the trees.

      I pressed my cheek down hard against the back of his neck, listening to his soft breathing. I slanted a glance at his face. His eyes were alight, shining with adrenaline.

      I could barely even hear the stampede of werewolves whizzing through the undergrowth below. Although I was sure I caught Brucella’s voice calling up to Bastien every now and then, it was distant enough to be mistaken for the cawing of a crow.

      He scaled the trees higher, until finally we burst out through the canopy of leaves into a world of pure blue sky and dazzling sunshine. He paused for a moment, casting his gaze outward and admiring the view. I was certainly admiring it. An ocean of trees stretched out for miles around us, and bordering our right were more mountains.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

      I tightened my hold around his neck. “Yes. I’m, uh, actually enjoying this a lot more than the last time you carried me.” A lot more. The night he had swept me up and away from the hunters’ compound had been utterly terrifying. I hadn’t known him then… not that I knew him now, of course. But I’d come to trust him enough in the past couple of days to feel safe in his grasp. To know that he would not let me fall. He was a master of these trees.

      My answer seemed to please Bastien. Invigorate him, even. I could practically feel his body pulsing with electricity as he leapt to the next treetop. He was on fire, his spirit wild and free.

      I couldn’t help but feel that no matter how much time he spent as a human, he’d always be more beast than man.
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      As I flew through the trees with Victoria, no speed was fast enough. With my aunt’s vexatious voice finally muffled, it felt like we were in a world of our own. A world in which the troubles beneath us did not exist. A world in which I was still happy.

      I pushed myself harder, even as Victoria gasped. I gripped her legs and fastened her closer around me. She should not worry about falling. I would never let that happen.

      Sweet Victoria. She didn’t know how much she’d helped me during these last few days.

      After she had freed me from the cage and I’d escaped back through the portal, I’d never felt more vulnerable in my life. Even after I’d managed to climb a tree and escape being noticed, I could barely register it as a victory. A crippling despair had clawed at my chest, taking over my mind and practically blinding me. The very basis of my existence was my family, and in my entire life, I had never been alone. They were my foundation. My epicenter. My meaning. We’d done everything together since I’d been a cub. We’d hunted, eaten, fought, defended, laughed, cried, rejoiced as one. Being the youngest of seven siblings, I’d never known a world without them.

      After watching them stripped from me before my very eyes, it felt like my chest had been gouged open. Most of what had happened next was a blur. I’d just been aware of the pain, inside, not outside, even as they maimed me.

      Then Victoria the stranger had arrived outside my cage and insisted I be freed. It was that glimmer of kindness she’d shown me that had sparked life in me again, that fleeting connection with another feeling, living being. Fragile human that she was, she had unknowingly fulfilled a need so deep within me, so primal, that it breathed soul into me.

      After I had left her to return through the portal, escaped the compound, and stumbled through the woods outside, I hadn’t been sure what I should do or where I should go. The world had seemed vacant and I’d wondered why I was even still in it. Nothing made sense. Nothing seemed fair.

      Then I had heard Victoria’s cry for help, and it had been a call straight to my heart. Her vulnerability became my strength. Suddenly, purpose returned to me. There was somebody who needed me. Somebody who was kind and had shown goodwill toward me needed it back in return. As I had raced back to the compound, somehow, I’d managed to block out all other thoughts from my mind. The desperation. The grief. My only focus had become saving Victoria.

      She’d become my salvation in that long, dark night, as I raced her away to safety.

      I was not sure what I would have done without her. I didn’t know how I would’ve coped returning to my lair only to find out that my uncle and cousin had been the betrayers… or whether I would have had the fortitude now to face what was up ahead of us. It would kill me when we finally discovered a portal. The Northstones might be my relatives by blood, but they were not by soul. I felt closer to Victoria than I did to them, and I barely even knew her.

      “Do you know how much longer it will be?” Victoria murmured against my ear, lifting me from my reverie.

      Poor girl. She had done so much traveling of late, and there would be much more to do yet. Still, I would look after her. I would make sure that she was as comfortable as possible. She need not fear while I was around.

      “We can lower to the ground to check now,” I said, realizing that hers was a good question. “I think we’re nearing our destination. The Bonereavers do not live so far from the Northstones.”

      As loath as I was to leave this wondrous world of open sky and treetops, I descended with Victoria to the ground.

      As I gazed around, it appeared that we had traveled quite far ahead of the rest of the wolves. They were nowhere in sight yet. I smirked to myself as I imagined the look on Brucella’s face as I had lifted Victoria up into the trees and out of sight. She fully believed that I would still marry her daughter. And she would continue to harass me about it. But I could not step into that cage. I did not love Rona the way I guessed a lover should. I did not know exactly how one ought to feel—for I had never been in love—but from the bond I’d witnessed between my parents, I knew that it should be something stronger, something more powerful, than what I felt for my cousin. If my refusal to wed her meant that I had to be “single” all my life, as Victoria had put it, then so be it. I refused to let Brucella put chains on me.

      Encircling a bush several feet to our right, I pointed out to Victoria the large gaping hole in the ground—the entrance to the Bonereavers’ abode.

      “At least there are no hunters around,” Victoria said, her eyes darting across the enclosure.

      I looked around again. The Northstones still had not caught up with us.

      A snapping of twigs drew my attention from behind. I whirled around to see a man springing from the bushes. He was unmistakably a Bonereaver. I grimaced at the sight. Crude people who talked too much and did too little, with egos bigger than the moon.

      I recognized this werewolf by face, though not by name. He was thickly built with long shaggy hair and a beard that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a week. He was shorter than me, though, I had my parents’ fine bloodlines to thank for the fact that I was taller and larger than most wolves in The Woodlands, especially after shifting.

      He raised a spear he’d been clutching in one hand and poised it in front of him, pointing it toward my chest.

      I backed Victoria against the bushes and stood firmly in front of her, even as I swept out my bow and an arrow from my satchel. I considered simply turning into a wolf to scare him off, but I did not want to rip my clothes just now. I only had a limited number of sets in my satchel, and I certainly did not want to waste one on a Bonereaver.

      “What are you doing here?” the man snarled. His eyes flickered from Victoria—mostly hidden behind me—to me.

      I aimed my arrow at his chest. “I suggest you calm down,” I said, gazing at him steadily. “I have come here with the Northstones. They wish to speak with your leader regarding a matter of great importance to all of us.”

      His eyes narrowed on me, but I was spared trying to convince him further of my innocence when the rest of our pack burst into the clearing—Brucella and Sergius at the lead.

      “Cedar!” Brucella exclaimed, arriving at our side.

      Cedar lowered his spear and, prying his eyes from me, fixed them on my aunt and uncle.

      “I see you have already met Bastien,” Brucella said. “Our dear nephew.”

      I could just imagine her adding on, “And my future son-in-law,” if only Rona were not present. I glanced at my cousin at the back of the pack as Cedar began leading us into the burrow. Rona was innocent in all of this, which made me feel guilty in a way for stalling her marriage. She deserved a mate just as much as any she-wolf. I—and she—just had to hope that eventually Brucella would stop waiting for me, and in desperation to get her daughter married, relinquish the betrothal and find another suitor for her daughter.

      Something told me, however, from what I knew of my aunt, that this would not happen any time soon.

      As we moved into the burrow, I kept an arm around Victoria’s small waist, keeping her close to me. Cedar led us deep into the earth’s bowels until we emerged in an entrance chamber.

      Cedar left us, assuring my aunt and uncle that he would fetch the leader, Weldon Bonereaver, and his wife, Annik Bonereaver. In the meantime, he called for a couple of werewolves to bring us wine. I rolled my eyes. Wine at this time of day was typical of this tribe. These wolves spent more time drunk than sober. Hopefully the grave news we were about to deliver to them would make them lose their appetite for alcohol, for a while at least.

      None of us accepted a drink, and instead we waited in silence until finally Dane’s parents Weldon and Annik arrived. Weldon was of the same short and stocky build as Cedar, while his wife was tall, slender and graceful, originating from a different pack. Weldon’s eyes traversed the room. I steeled myself as his gaze fell on me. His eyes darkened immediately. Annik also glared daggers.

      “What is he doing here?” he demanded of my uncle.

      Sergius heaved a sigh. “Weldon, you know that he is my nephew. Please, let us not divert our attention to Bastien at a time like this. We have urgent matters to discuss. If it would make you more comfortable, take us somewhere else and we will talk to you without Bastien present.”

      Weldon nodded slowly. He cast me one last dirty look before he and his wife left the room with Sergius and Brucella, leading them deeper into their lair. I hadn’t been expecting to do much talking during this trip, anyway. I’d already relayed all the information to my aunt and uncle that was required in order to convince other packs to unite with us. I grimaced at the thought of all the other packs we were going to have to face, although the Bonereavers were the pack with whom I held the most animosity.

      I led Victoria to a cluster of chairs in the corner of the chamber and sat down with her, keenly aware of her still damaged ankle.

      “Why do they hate you so much?” she asked in a whisper.

      I heaved a sigh. “That story goes a long way back,” I replied in a low voice.

      It was also a story that I would prefer to not recount to Victoria, for it was rather disturbing. And I had caused her enough disturbance already—if she had not freed me, she would not have been separated from her family in the first place.

      “It’s due to an old family feud,” I concluded. Which was the truth. Just not the full truth.

      The feud had started because of Dane and me. My parents used to be on fairly good terms with his parents, and our tribes had lived much closer to each other. Back when I was seventeen, Dane, the eldest son of Weldon and Annik—and three years my senior—had taken a disconcerting liking to my sister, who had been less than a year older than me. She had already been betrothed to another man—a man I knew she cared for. Dane had always been an animal in every sense of the word. He respected no one’s boundaries, and he had a disgusting sense of entitlement. Especially when it came to females. I still shuddered to think what would have happened that night if he’d managed to steal my sister into the woods. If I had not noticed him crossing the clearing from my bedroom window, and if I hadn’t arrived in time to fight him off—tearing one of his eyes out in the process—he would’ve had his way with my sister.

      Even though Dane had clearly been in the wrong, his parents were too proud to admit it and they immediately severed all ties with my parents. They’d relocated to this hole. To this day they had never forgiven me for what I did to Dane, and I had never forgiven him for what he’d tried to do to my sister.

      

      I expected Sergius and Brucella to be longer talking to Weldon and Annik. But they emerged again after barely half an hour. Apparently, my aunt and uncle had been successful. More wolves followed after them, flooding into the entrance chamber until it became so packed that I took Victoria’s hand and led her toward the exit. I wanted to speak to my aunt and uncle to ask them for details about how it had gone, but they were still in conversation with the Bonereaver leaders, talking about where we would travel next. The Kaelins, by the sound of it. They were a pack that was not in allegiance with the Northstones, nor with my own family, the Blackhalls, but the Bonereavers had relations with them. I didn’t know much about the Kaelins, but based on what I caught of their conversation as Victoria and I made our way back out into the open, their lair was not far from here.

      Aside from the claustrophobia, there was another reason why I was keen to step out of that burrow once the Bonereavers started gathering to leave. Dane. I wanted to avoid him as much as I could. And I wanted Victoria to avoid him, too.

      The Northstones emerged from the burrow and moved toward us, Lavonna and Rona near the front. Sergius and Brucella followed after them, followed by the Bonereavers. Victoria and I backed up beneath the shade of a tree as I surveyed the crowd piling out. And then I caught sight of him. The one-eyed man, Dane.

      I looked away before he had a chance to spot me and make eye contact. He didn’t look much different from the last time I’d seen him. He had an extra scar on his cheek, a more pronounced jawline and protruding Adam’s apple, but otherwise he was the same man—the same old Dane I despised.

      “Where are we headed next?” Victoria asked. Her human ears would not have picked up on Sergius and Brucella’s conversation with the Bonereaver leaders amid the hubbub of the chamber.

      “To visit a tribe known as the Kaelins,” I replied.

      Her eyes bulged. “The Kaelins?” she gasped.

      I frowned. “Yes. Why?”

      “I know a Kaelin. That’s if he’s from the same tribe. Micah Kaelin is his name. He lives with us in The Shade, but before that he had left The Woodlands due to a disagreement with the head of his pack. He became a wanderer.”

      “That’s interesting,” I remarked. “I’m sure there is only one Kaelin tribe in The Woodlands.”

      “Are we ready to leave?” Sergius’ voice boomed through our conversation. There must have been at least three hundred wolves milling about the small clearing now. There were many nods and murmurs of agreement. “Then let us go,” Sergius said.

      

      I could not swing through the trees like I had done when traveling to the Bonereavers, because I did not know the way to the Kaelins. It turned out to be a journey that lasted several hours. By the time we arrived, it was dark, all of my fellow travelers now turned into wolves, while I remained human for Victoria’s sake. I knew it was more comfortable for her to cling to my back while I was a man than while I was a wolf.

      Like the Bonereavers, the Kaelins had also made their lair underground, in a burrow. I didn’t bother entering this one, and neither did the Northstones. This was a job for Weldon and Annik.

      Waiting for them couldn’t have been more awkward, being surrounded by Bonereavers. What I’d done to Dane all those years ago had of course made me an enemy to all of them. I was glad that—at least so far—nobody had come up to me, though I did catch Dane glancing my way. Disconcertingly, he had been eyeing Victoria when I looked up. On realizing I’d noticed, he immediately cast his eye away.

      I pulled Victoria closer to me—so close it was probably uncomfortable for her, but I couldn’t help it. She looked up at me, frowning a little and wondering why. She hadn’t noticed Dane ogling her.

      If he even tries to lay a finger on her, the world will become a very dark place for him.

      “So once we have gathered everyone,” Victoria said, changing the subject. “Like, where exactly would we go to have the big meeting? It had better be somewhere safe and away from the hunters.”

      I had already considered this matter. The obvious place would be Rock Hall, an enormous auditorium within the bowels of a cavernous mountain, which also held a network of small chambers that could serve as bedrooms and resting places. Rock Hall was at the very eastern tip of The Woodlands. If the hunters had not reached our current location yet, I highly doubted that they would’ve made it that far. That seemed to be the logical and most safe place to go, as well as the most appropriate. After all, Rock Hall used to be the meeting place of our great ancestors, many, many centuries ago.

      Although I had been born into a divided land, The Woodlands had not always been like this. In my distant ancestors’ time, although werewolves lived separately, they had not lived in discord. In Rock Hall they would hold a meeting every so often as a gesture of partnership and goodwill.

      I explained all this to Victoria and she listened with rapt attention. She seemed very interested in the history of my country.

      “However,” I went on, “we will have to see whether the other packs are in agreement.”

      “Mmm…” Victoria murmured, her light blue eyes scanning the crowd. “And do you think any of these wolves might know of a nearby gate?”

      The question caused a twinge in my chest, the same twinge I got every time I thought about her leaving.

      It was possible that some of the Bonereavers knew, but I was not the one to ask them. And I didn’t want Victoria approaching them either. I was surprised when a voice spoke to our right: “I can ask for you if you like.”

      Victoria and I turned to see Rona standing nearby, leaning against a tree. I narrowed my eyes on her slightly, half suspicious of the offer. For a moment I wondered whether she had been told by her mother that I was betrothed to her, and she had taken up her mother’s desire to have Victoria separated from me. But from the look on her face, I didn’t sense any truth in this theory. Rona seemed to genuinely want to be helpful, or perhaps she was just bored and happened to be close enough to overhear our conversation.

      I smiled at her appreciatively. “Yes, please do that,” I told her.

      She moved up to the nearest Bonereavers to us, three men I recognized as Dane’s brothers. He had so many of them—I believed there were close to twenty in total—that I didn’t even know all their names.

      “Do you know of any portal nearby?” Rona asked, timid, polite.

      “Why do you want to know that?” one of the brothers shot back, quirking a heavy brow.

      I winced as Rona turned around and pointed a finger at us. “It’s because of my cousin’s friend. She is a human and needs to return home.”

      Now each of their eyes were on Victoria. Drawing attention to her had been just what I had wanted to avoid.

      All three men shook their heads. Even if they did know where a portal was, now they knew the information would benefit someone connected to me, they had no reason to give it to us. Not the savviest move on Rona’s part.

      Rona moved around, asking a few more werewolves, but nobody gave her an answer.

      Rona made her way back to us, shrugging apologetically. “Maybe the Kaelins will know.”

      “Maybe,” I muttered. “Thanks anyway.”

      She returned to her spot next to Lavonna.

      We weren’t waiting long for the Kaelins to emerge after that, along with Weldon and Annik. I eyed the large group of new additions: males and females with mostly narrow, lithe builds, and dusty blond fur.

      Now we were three tribes—four if you counted me—but we still had many more to go.

      On the journey here, I had already been pondering the impossibility of ever gathering together all of The Woodlands’ tribes in a timely manner. We would need to discard that plan and instead target only the largest, strongest, and sharpest packs to join our ranks.

      Keeping Victoria by my side as always, I milled around the outskirts of the crowd, eyeing my aunt and uncle who stood near the entrance of the burrow. They were talking to what appeared to be the male and female alpha of the Kaelin clan.

      “It is already late now,” the male leader was saying, “and our hunt today was particularly strenuous. We were all about ready to retire—as you noticed—but of course we see the urgency to leave and make ground as soon as possible. I suggest we travel to Sintel Lake and then stop there for a few hours to rest before continuing the journey to the Cuthrals.”

      The Cuthrals. Another pack I’d never had dealings with. I guessed they were on speaking terms with the Kaelins.

      “That sounds sensible,” Sergius said, before looking to Weldon.

      He nodded curtly. “I have no objections.”

      And thus we set off again. I hung back with Victoria as the rest surged forward. I was itching to once again swing through the trees with her, get away from all these wolves who were either strangers or enemies. But at least Brucella was busy upfront talking with the Kaelin leaders, rather than hanging back here to irk me.

      On arriving at Sintel Lake—an expansive reservoir in the middle of the woods—we stopped and wolves began wandering around, looking for somewhere to settle for a few hours of sleep.

      Finally, I could climb. I warned Victoria to hold on tight as I scaled the highest tree by the lake’s bank. This was the perfect kind of tree to spend the night in. As towering as it was, its trunk was mighty thick, as were its branches. So thick that two people could lie comfortably next to each other without touching. Victoria’s breathing became more restricted as I climbed higher and higher—I truly hoped that she wasn’t still scared I’d let her fall. I stopped as we’d almost reached the very top of the tree, high enough to gain a sense of peace.

      Stepping onto a particularly broad branch, I took off my satchel and belt and also removed Victoria’s satchel from her back. I placed them in a secure nook, even as Victoria remained clinging to my arms. She looked more nervous than ever, glancing down at the sheer drop on either side of us. I positioned myself with my back against the tree trunk before stretching out my legs and pulling Victoria down between them. I hoped she felt secure now, with my limbs on either side of her.

      “Do you really think I can sleep like this?” Victoria asked, her voice unsteady.

      “Would you rather sleep down below? Amidst all those wolves?” I certainly didn’t feel comfortable with that.

      “No,” she said. “I prefer it up here… Just doubt I will get any sleep…”

      “You could try. A good start would be closing your eyes.”

      She smiled faintly. “I guess.” She looked exhausted. I fully expected her to slip off to sleep, if I could just lessen her tension a little. Her muscles felt tight, her posture stiff, even with my body practically wrapped around her as a safeguard. Then I wondered whether it was not just the height that had her so on edge, but because… well, my body was practically wrapped around her. We were very close to one another in this position. Some might even call it intimate. Maybe I had been too presumptuous in drawing her so close to me. I had just wanted her to feel secure.

      I was about to suggest a change of position when she began to loosen a little. Slowly, her muscles relaxed against me and she leaned her head back until it rested against my chest.

      I glanced down at her face, her eyes beginning to droop. And then after perhaps a quarter of an hour, sleep stole her from me.

      I dared not budge an inch lest I wake her from what was likely only a fragile slumber. But I found myself continually glancing down at her face. Her peaceful, sleeping face. I gazed down the gentle slope of her nose, her soft, full lips parted slightly as she breathed.

      Even though from this height I had a full view of the dazzling, star-strewn sky, strangely, that night it was Victoria my gaze was drawn to.
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      It was a miracle that I managed to sleep, though I was so very tired. I had almost been falling asleep on Bastien’s back before climbing up here.

      The slumber was not deep, however, and it did not last long. I stole just enough rest to not feel like a zombie when I woke up, I guessed a couple of hours later. It took me a few seconds to remember where I was, with muscular arms bound around me, the long strong legs of a man on either side of me, and beyond that a steep drop of God knew how many feet.

      I looked up, my eyes meeting Bastien’s gray ones, and it all came flooding back. I offered him a small smile, which he returned, before I let out a yawn.

      “You seem rested,” he remarked.

      “Yeah, thanks… You didn’t sleep at all, did you?”

      He shook his head, chuckling. I would have been horrified if his response had been yes.

      I gazed up at the glittering night sky. Although there was a cool wind up here, I was still wearing my uniform jacket, and with Bastien’s body heat radiating into me from all sides, I felt pleasantly warm.

      “So when did you last sleep?” I wondered.

      “I don’t remember,” he replied.

      “You’re like a vampire. After all this running, you barely need to sit down.” Vampire. I winced internally as I said the word. My chest ached as I thought of my mother and father. I’ve got to get back to them. I will get back to them. We just need to find a portal. Of all these tribes we were about to visit, one of them was bound to know of an alternate portal. One of them just has to. I didn’t want to consider the possibility that the portal within the hunters’ compound might be the only one left open.

      “I suppose we are alike in that sense,” Bastien replied. “Though I have never personally seen, met, or known a vampire.”

      I couldn’t help but tilt my head back and widen my eyes at him. “Really? You’ve never seen a vampire?”

      A smile curved his lips. “No. But that should not be so strange to you. This is the realm of werewolves, after all.”

      It was. But I’d thought vampires were known to visit here from time to time. I supposed just not in his area.

      “Why don’t you tell me about vampires?” he asked, a curious sparkle in his eyes. “Are they all as bloodthirsty as they’re rumored to be?”

      I chuckled to myself. “No, not all of them. It just depends which one you meet. Those in The Shade never drink human blood… You wanna know something? My own parents are vampires.”

      His brows furrowed. “What? How is that possible?”

      I let out a sigh. This was going to be a long story. I recounted the discovery of the cure to him; he was interested in every detail of the history of how it all happened. Then he began to ask me other questions—questions about The Shade. He wanted to know what kinds of creatures lived with us. In addition to our werewolves, I told him about our dragons, our jinn, our fae, our vampires, our humans, and the increasing number of half-breeds who inhabited our island.

      I was surprised by his surprise as I described all these species. He had heard of these creatures, but he’d lived such a sheltered life in The Woodlands until now that he had never seen any of them before. I sure found that ironic. Here I, a human girl, found myself educating a werewolf about supernatural creatures. Though, of course I had an unfair advantage being born and bred in The Shade. There really was no place like it. Corrine often referred to it as a supernatural zoo, though my aunt Sofia preferred to describe it as a shelter. A sanctuary for all.

      Bastien was truly mesmerized by The Shade and its inhabitants, and by the end of my explanations, I couldn’t help but chuckle at his awed expression.

      “A trip to The Shade really would be educational for you,” I said, grinning. “Hopefully after”—if—“you and your people manage to fix this mess, you will pay us a visit.”

      The brightness in his eyes faded a little. My words had brought him back to reality, reminded him of the impossibility of the task ahead. I could practically read his thoughts from his expression—a trip to The Shade for him was not likely to happen for a long, long time.

      I cleared my throat, wanting to lift the mood again. “So, uh, is there anything else you wanted to know about me or my home?”

      He paused, his expression slowly turning thoughtful. Then he asked, “Do you have a husband?”

      I scoffed. “No,” I said. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.” I have never had an actual boyfriend, was what I should’ve said.

      “Why?” he asked, appearing genuinely puzzled.

      “Well, first of all, I’m only nineteen. And second, betrothal from birth is not a practice where I come from.”

      His frown deepened. “So?”

      “So what?” I asked.

      “So how do marriages take place?”

      This young man really was from another world. I wondered if all werewolves were so traditional. The werewolves in The Shade certainly didn’t find choosing a life partner for oneself such a foreign concept—but perhaps that was because they were rebels. Outcasts. They had already shunned their life and people in The Woodlands and abandoned their native customs.

      “A man and woman choose one another,” I said simply.

      “I see.” He paused again. “Some wolf packs in The Woodlands do this too. Not many, though.”

      “Aha… I suppose your parents were betrothed to one another from childhood also.”

      He nodded.

      We lapsed into silence. When Bastien had first pulled me into this position, so… surrounded by him… I had felt awkward and uncomfortable. But now I felt relaxed. As the first signs of morning began to show on the horizon I even dared to reach out and take his hand. Pulling it to me, I was curious to see just how much larger it was compared to mine. I placed my palm against his and practically laughed at the size difference. Then I glanced down at his feet…

      I felt Bastien’s breath against my neck as he looked over our shoulder at our hands pressed together. His fingers curved upward and closed around the tips of mine. His palms were so rough, toughened from God knew how many human years of swinging through the trees.

      I twined my fingers with his and lifted his hand, resting it back on his knee from where I had taken it.

      Bastien cleared his throat. “The packs were not planning to stay here for long,” he said. “They may already be up and getting ready to leave now. I think we should head back down.”

      I shuffled forward a little on the branch as he raised himself. He reached down a hand and helped me up before guiding me onto his back. After making sure I was holding on tight enough, he began to carry me down the tree in long, graceful leaps. He dropped about six feet at a time, making my stomach lurch and clench. On reaching the ground, we returned to the lake where we had left the other wolves. All the wolves within my view still appeared to be asleep.

      “They will rise soon,” Bastien informed me. “But since we are awake, we might as well make good use of this time.”

      He carried me away from the crowds of sleeping wolves, in a diagonal line toward the lake. We entered a thick cluster of trees that lined its border. Snaking his way through them, he brought us to a small, enclosed piece of grassland. The trees formed a natural shield from the rest of the woods. I couldn’t see a single wolf from where we stood.

      He walked to the bank and put me down. Kneeling, he drank palmful after palmful of water. Realizing that I was thirsty myself, I scooped up some water too and drank. It wasn’t quite as crystal clear as the river water had been, but it still tasted pure and clean.

      Once I had fully rehydrated myself, I glanced at Bastien. He was standing now, unbuttoning his shirt. He discarded it, revealing the marvel that his physique was, before diving into the lake.

      Water splashed around me, a few droplets falling on my face and hands. The water was cold, and I shivered just at the thought of going in there. But as I watched him dip beneath the surface and begin swimming, I felt the urge to join him. I wasn’t sure when I’d next get the chance for a wash. Something told me that on this crazy journey, I needed to take opportunities as they came.

      I removed my jacket and hung it carefully on a tree branch. Then I paused, wondering about the rest of my clothes. I had a bra and underpants on, but even though I had worn a bikini plenty of times in public, I felt shy about Bastien seeing so much of me. Instead I rummaged in my satchel for one of the loose, oversized shirts Brucella had provided. All the garments she’d given me were loose and baggy—more fit for a man than a woman—but I guessed that had been on purpose. I ducked behind a tree and pulled on a shirt that reached just beneath my thighs while removing my pants. Now it felt like I was wearing a dress.

      Emerging from the tree, I waded into the water. Goosebumps ran along my skin, and my insides clenched up. Gritting my teeth, I submerged myself to my neck. I let out an involuntary gasp before kicking my legs hard and swimming frantically, hoping to warm up. With a few broad strokes of his arms, Bastien reached me. A faint smile was on his lips. Apparently he was amused by how rapidly I’d been swimming.

      “I don’t plan on staying in here long,” I muttered.

      Bastien’s eyes flickered to my wet shirt. A wet, white shirt. I might as well have been wearing no shirt. At least I’d had the sense to keep my bra on.

      “You’re shivering,” he commented, reaching out and touching my cheek.

      So I was. I hadn’t noticed. I was about to turn around and head back to the bank immediately, afraid that I might catch pneumonia or something, when he took hold of my hands and drew me to him. His hands slid around my waist and flattened against my back as he pulled me against his bare chest. His arms wound around me. He held me so flush against him, I could feel every contour of the front of his body, as he could mine. My cheeks must have been a bright tomato red by now.

      “Do you feel warmer now?” Bastien asked.

      I felt “warmer now” in more ways than I cared to admit. “Yes,” I managed.

      We were so close, I couldn’t look at his face without our noses touching. My cheek rested against his rough one, and the feel of his stubble against my skin sent tingles down my spine, as it had done back in his armory.

      I didn’t doubt for a moment that his gesture was innocent. He had seen that I was cold, and this was his solution to warming me. I wondered if he even realized the effect his touch had on me.

      His head lowered to the base of my neck. My breath hitched as, suddenly, his lips were grazing my skin. I couldn’t help but think for a moment that I was going to have to make a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn in my assumption about his intentions… but he did not plant a kiss against my neck. Of course not, Victoria! Why would you think he’d do that? He just breathed in deeply. He was taking in my scent… Just something that wolves do.

      When he raised his head again, I leaned my own backward so that our faces would not be quite so close together as I looked at him. He was frowning.

      “I like you, Victoria,” he said softly.

      I smiled. It would have been a lie to say that I didn’t like him, too. He had grown on me quite unexpectedly in the short time we’d spent together.

      “I hope we can be friends even after… all this,” I replied.

      Bastien said nothing, though he continued to gaze at me. He was studying me like I was a curious specimen of some kind. His eyes trailed from my forehead down to my nose before settling, and lingering, on my lips. I found myself biting my lower one, feeling self-conscious beneath his attention. I didn’t think a boy had ever looked at me this closely before. But there was something about the warmth in his eyes in this moment—if warmth was even possible for such steely gray irises—that rendered me unable to pry myself away from his gaze, even as I wondered what he found so interesting about me.

      A splash came from behind us, breaking the spell. Bastien’s eyes shot toward the noise, and as I turned, I caught sight of a man swimming near the center of the lake. Then he became still, allowing me to make him out better. 

      He had only one eye, but it was fixed right on us.

      Dane.

      Apparently coming to his senses, Bastien immediately distanced himself from me before saying in a disconcerted whisper, “We should go.”
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      On the way to the bank, Bastien dipped down and emerged holding a familiar plant. A slimy, bulbous weed. But unlike the whitish river weed, this had a greenish tinge. “Lake weed,” Bastien explained.

      We plucked off some of the mucousy bubbles and ate them in a hurry. Lake weed was no more unpleasant in taste than the river weed—quite bland, really—but the snotty substance slid just as slowly down my throat.

      Reaching the bank, I grabbed my satchel and retreated behind a tree to dry myself as best as I could and get changed. Bastien promised to keep a look out and warn me if anyone was approaching. Once I’d finished, I returned to see that he had also changed into another loose set of clothes.

      I pulled my jacket on and zipped it up high before we returned to where we had left the rest of the werewolves. It seemed that everyone was awake by now. I caught sight of Dane from the corner of my eye, climbing out of the lake. Had he been spying on us? From Bastien’s concerned look, he seemed to suspect as much.

      Then I spotted Brucella throwing me a dirty look. I let my eyes pass over her, ignoring her.

      About a quarter of an hour later, everybody declared they were ready to leave. I climbed onto Bastien’s back once again, and we set off.

      

      The next few days passed in a blur of travel.

      First, we managed to successfully gather the Cuthrals—a burly, dark-toned tribe—along with two other packs. Once he had these three additions, Bastien suggested to Sergius that we had enough groups to split ways and gather the rest faster. Sergius agreed to his suggestion, since it was far more efficient than all of us traveling together. Each pack was allotted groups to gather over the next few days. Our fellow travelers also agreed that we would only have time to gather the strongest packs, at least for now. They decided to gather fifty in total. With fifty, Bastien seemed to be convinced that they would be strong enough to move onto the next step: taking on the hunters.

      But first, of course, everybody had to meet to discuss what their strategy should be. This was something that I was still scratching my head about, and Bastien had not offered any further clarification as to his thoughts either.

      Thus, we all split ways, promising to meet our quota of recruited packs within five days, after which we would all gather in Rock Hall—another suggestion that was posed by Sergius as his own idea, rather than Bastien’s, since they were far more likely to accept it from him.

      Bastien and I did not have much of a role to play in gathering the packs, given that most of them we stopped by were either unknown or enemies to him. We relied on the others to go in and do the recruiting. For us, it was a lot of waiting around, followed by more travel. Though I could not say that I got bored at all. Bastien was too interesting a man for me to feel bored around. We talked a lot, and I dug deeper into his childhood—like what it was like to grow up as a wolf in The Woodlands—and his culture. He also introduced me to his family in more detail, particularly his siblings: how they used to pass their time, how they would hunt, play, fight, and do everything together. It sounded like his siblings had been his best friends.

      I also told him more about The Shade, as well as the current state of affairs on Earth. He seemed impressed when I described the role that The Shade had come to play in everything, the protectors and fighters we had become. I also told him everything that I knew about the hunters—something that he, understandably, took particular interest in.

      We lived mostly on a diet of either river or lake weed, since there did not seem to be any shortage of fresh water in The Woodlands, and it was quick and convenient. I guessed that some of the more courteous wolf tribes we visited would’ve invited us inside for a hot meal, but there were just so many of us. It would have been a huge undertaking to accommodate all of us.

      Bastien was again unaware of most of the locations we were heading to, so we could not travel up in the trees… which left us on the ground, enduring Brucella’s constant glares. I was not sure if it was just my imagination, but I couldn’t help but think she was spending more time watching us now than she had before Dane had spotted Bastien holding me in the lake. At least we had parted ways with the Bonereavers for the time being.

      But once the pack stopped to rest for the night, Bastien always escaped with me to the trees. As time went by, I found myself looking forward to the end of the day when we could get away from the crowd of dangerous strangers and be alone. It was during these stolen hours that we had our best conversations. We could both feel much freer around one another. But often, we did not talk. Often, we just sat together, enjoying the silence and each other’s presence.

      Over the next four days, the Northstones worked hard, even cutting down on resting times to meet our quota. Fortunately, we reached an area that seemed to be far more populated with wolves and there was less distance to travel between each den. By the fourth evening, we’d gathered every pack allotted to us except for one. We had to hope that the other tribes had been as successful as we had been.

      We weren’t left to wonder long about how the Bonereavers had fared. As we prepared to stop for the night, we crossed paths with them in a clearing, and with them were almost ten other tribes. There were so many wolves gathered around me now, I could hardly even estimate the number. The Bonereaver chiefs reported to Sergius that they had been successful in securing their quotient, and tomorrow they had just a couple more to retrieve before we were all due to meet in Rock Hall before evening. Things were going more smoothly than I had expected, and I was surprised at how the wolves were cooperating. Though this was such an emergency, they really had no choice but to put aside their differences.

      That night more than any other night, I was glad when Bastien took me up to the treetops to sleep. Instead of resting on a wide branch as we usually did, we found a hollow in the trunk, right near the top. It was large enough for the two of us to lie comfortably together—after he had brushed away the centipedes. In here, we were sheltered by the wind. It was also surprisingly dry. I worried it might be home to some kind of animal, maybe even a giant, carnivorous bird. But Bastien deemed it safe for us to spend the night in, and I trusted him.

      We settled down, our backs resting against the walls of the cubby hole. As I glanced at Bastien, I was surprised to see his eyelids drooping. This was the first time I’d seen him show any sign of sleepiness throughout the whole journey. All this traveling must have finally taken its toll on his body.

      “You should sleep tonight,” I said, reaching out and giving his hand a small squeeze. “I’ll keep watch.”

      He nodded, smiling faintly, before letting his eyes fully close. He was still leaning against the wall.

      “Bastien,” I whispered, not wanting to annoy him, but his current position looked so uncomfortable. “Why don’t you lie down?”

      Not opening his eyes, he took my suggestion and lay down before turning on his side and facing the other way, his back toward me. I felt a faint stab of disappointment. I had been hoping to watch him sleep. Like a creeper, my inner voice admonished me.

      I settled myself down, lying the opposite way to Bastien with my head near the entrance. From this angle, I could look up at the treetops and the starry sky beyond. Shafts of moonlight fell across my face, a pleasant breeze catching my hair at this end of the hole. As my own eyes grew heavier, dangerously near to closing, I reminded myself of my promise to Bastien. I’d said I’d keep watch. But lying here, I knew it was only a matter of time before I slipped off to sleep.

      I forced myself to sit up, and seeing that there was a wide, sturdy branch sprouting just beneath my feet, I swung my legs over the edge and dropped my feet to the wood. This did not solve my drowsiness, however. I only lasted so long sitting before my eyes started closing again. I was going to have to stand. I slid out of the hole and shifted my weight to my feet. I made sure to grip hold of two branches to keep myself steady. I had better not fall asleep standing up. The threat of death should be enough to keep me awake. We were surrounded by a myriad of wolves, many of whom hated Bastien’s guts. It was imperative that somebody kept watch.

      I glanced back at Bastien, who was breathing more deeply. He had fallen asleep. At least I could be thankful for that. The poor guy deserved a lot more than a couple of hours of sleep.

      Then I averted my eyes to the neighboring treetop. It was dark and shadowed, except for small patches of glistening light where the leaves reflected the moonlight. A stronger wind blew, swaying the thick curtain of foliage draping the tree’s trunk… and as it did, I noticed something. An oddly shaped shadow among the tree’s interior branches. The foliage fell back in place before I got a chance to figure out what it was. It looked like the curve of a back—definitely not human. Something hunched over…

      I was barely breathing as I waited for the wind to sway the leaves aside again. This time, however, when it did, I saw nothing. Just the skeleton of the tree.

      It was a trick of the eye. It’s nighttime after all, and it’s not like I have vampire vision.

      I was just in the process of convincing myself not to worry—for I really, really did not want to wake up Bastien—when I heard a dull thud on the ground, many feet beneath us, followed by the rustling of leaves and the snapping of twigs. And then the shadow of a large wolf, bounding away into the darkness.
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      Rising slowly to consciousness, I reached instinctively for Victoria. I felt her body next to me, the curve of her hips. Still half asleep and barely aware of what I was doing, I moved closer to her, wrapping one arm around her midriff and pressing my chest against her back. I buried my face against the back of her neck and breathed in. Mm. I love this girl’s scent.

      “Bastien,” she murmured, pulling me fully awake.

      I let go of her and sat up, realizing only now that the cobwebs of sleep had cleared just how close I’d gotten to her. She gazed up at me with her light blue eyes, her expression tense and worried.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. My voice, heavy from sleep, was several tones deeper than usual.

      She glanced furtively outside. I wondered what time it was. It was still dark. “I saw something,” she said. “Someone.”

      I stared at her. “Who? Where?” I moved to the opening of the hollow and gazed out.

      “I’m not sure who,” she replied. She pointed to the treetop directly opposite us. “In that tree… a wolf was in that tree. I had been standing outside keeping watch, but that spooked me and I moved back in.”

      I whirled on her. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Because he or she was gone before I had the chance.”

      “Can you describe the wolf?”

      She breathed out a sigh. “Not really. It was too cast in shadow. All I can say is that it was big.”

      My mind ticked over, even as my stomach tensed. The Bonereavers had joined us last night. Could that have been Dane, spying on us again? Perhaps he’d been commissioned by Brucella to check if, indeed, all I was doing with this human girl was protecting her. Dane would have hoped to catch us being intimate. I knew he would take extreme pleasure in reporting us to Brucella.

      Then again, although tough and strong, Dane was not a particularly large wolf. I supposed it could have also been a Northstone sent by Brucella to try to catch us.

      Now I wondered whether we might have been followed every night up into these trees. Although I had been awake each night before this one, truthfully I had not been paying as much attention as I should have to the trees surrounding us. Victoria was too much of a distraction to my senses, both when she was awake and when she was asleep. My focus was usually on her in some way or another.

      We could have very well been stalked each night by one wolf or another. I should not have expected anything less from Brucella.

      Pushing the unnerving thought to the back of my mind, I slid out of the hole before reaching for Victoria and helping her out too. “Let’s return to camp.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      Shortly after Bastien and I returned to camp, the Bonereavers left to recruit their final wolves, while we were left to fetch ours.

      We set off to the two remaining packs, and by early afternoon we had gathered everyone. After this, we headed straight to Rock Hall—about three hours away from our final wolf pack.

      When we emerged from the woods and arrived at the base of a jagged mountain, Bastien declared our arrival. Sergius and Brucella led our crowd to a tunnel entrance in the foothills. Bastien hung back with me until the others had passed through before we followed. Echoes of footsteps thundered all around us as we moved inside. The tunnel curved gently as we traveled deeper into the mountain until finally an exit came into view. We emerged into an immense cavern that resembled an auditorium. It was packed to the brim with stone chairs and benches, and there were balconies above us where even more seats appeared to be. Flaming torches sent shadows dancing against the walls.

      “The Bonereavers have arrived already,” Bastien muttered.

      “How do you—?” I followed his gaze upward where a group of five men were gathered in one of the balconies. “Where are the rest?”

      Bastien shrugged. “Probably retreated to their chambers to rest while they wait for the remainder of us to arrive.”

      I didn’t have to wait long to find out what Bastien meant by chambers. While most of the Northstones and the wolves we’d traveled with hung back to admire the auditorium, Bastien and I crossed the vast hall and entered another tunnel at the opposite end of it. Doors were cut into the rocky walls on either side of us, so far all of them closed—probably already occupied by the Bonereavers. But as we traveled deeper, we began to find empty rooms. Bastien stopped outside a door to our right which was ajar. Its hinges groaned as Bastien pushed it open. It was empty, in every sense of the word. It was just a bare chamber with not a single scrap of furniture. Nothing.

      As we stepped inside, our feet sent dust billowing up from the floor.

      “Wow,” I murmured. “I wonder how long it’s been since somebody came in here.”

      Bastien gazed around, his mouth grim. “It could be centuries for all we know,” he muttered.

      Whatever the case, it would have to do. I was used to sleeping on a branch, after all. I couldn’t imagine that this would be any more uncomfortable than that.

      “We hopefully won’t stay here for long, anyway,” Bastien went on. “I’m hoping that by our meeting tonight or tomorrow, we will have decided on a course of action and will have left this place on our way to the hunters’ lair.”

      I swallowed at the thought. I hated to imagine the huge loss of life The Woodlands would undergo if the wolves really did launch a full-on attack. What if the mutants slaughtered them all? All of The Woodlands’ strongest tribes wiped out… and Bastien.

      Having still not come across a pack who could inform us of another gate, I also wondered what role I would play in all of this. There was no machinery here for me to use, and I was just a weak human. A burden.

      Apparently sensing where my thoughts were roaming, Bastien reached for my hand and squeezed it. Then he offered me a faint smile that didn’t touch his eyes. Clearing his throat, he said, “We ought to focus on one day at a time.”
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      The remaining packs arrived at the agreed upon time, before nightfall. That made us approximately fifty tribes in total. As sprawling as Rock Hall’s accommodation was, there simply weren’t enough chambers to house them all. This only put more pressure on us to come up with a solution quickly so we could leave this place—which wasn’t a bad thing. I feared that brawls would break out in the meantime with all of these rival packs living within such close proximity of one another. Fighting amongst ourselves was the last thing we needed at a time like this.

      After the final wolves had entered the mountain, we had not a moment to lose. Sergius had been waiting outside, counting the packs as they arrived to make sure we weren’t missing any, and now I heard him racing along the corridors outside, yelling for everyone who wished to have a say about the destiny of our country to gather in the meeting hall.

      Victoria and I had been sitting in the empty room, where I had shifted for her sake. I thought that she would be more comfortable lying against me while I was a wolf. And now I decided to stay as a wolf for the meeting. If anybody dared make a snap at Victoria, I would be better equipped to defend her. I was so very tempted to leave her behind in the chamber, but that also was not safe. I did not trust anyone here. Not even Sergius. I did not wish to let her out of my sight for a moment.

      And so I knelt for Victoria to climb onto my back. Then I left the chamber with her, even as I quietly enjoyed the feel of her fingers sliding through the fur at the back of my neck.

      The corridors were teeming. I made my way as fast as I could into the auditorium. Here I gazed around at the countless wolves milling around and perching on top of chairs and benches. I did not want to remain on the ground level. Skirting around the edge of the chamber, I headed for a narrow staircase that wound upward. I climbed higher and higher, until there were no more stairs to climb. We had reached the top balcony, about six levels up. I ventured onto the rigidly cut platform, pleased to see that nobody had ventured up here yet. Victoria and I were on our own. I allowed Victoria to slide off my back before the two of us gazed down at the auditorium from a bird’s eye view.

      Sergius stood in the center of the circular cavern, where the floor had been left clear. He gazed around, watching the hall fill up. He seemed to have taken on the role of general organizer in all of this—certainly more so than any other wolf so far as I could tell. I guessed that he would also be the moderator of this meeting as he called for the chieftains to join him in the center.

      Perhaps, if Victoria had not been with me, I would’ve gone down there myself to represent my own tribe, but currently, I had no tribe. I was a prince without a kingdom. If I lived through this war we were about to wage to save our realm, I would return to my cousin and fight for my rightful place as ruler. It was what my father would have wanted. But that was a long way off. For now, my cousin and uncle would continue to usurp my position.

      I scanned the wolves sitting in the front rows and spotted Dane, a stocky chestnut-brown wolf, sitting next to my aunt, Brucella. Her fur was a lighter brown, and when shifted, she was actually the larger of the two wolves. I would not have been surprised if she would even win in a fight against him. She was among the most renowned alpha females in The Woodlands.

      My eyes were drawn away from them as Sergius’ voice boomed around the chamber. The chieftains had finished gathering in the center. “We have assembled here to discuss a most grave and urgent matter,” he began, “to put aside our differences for the sake of our country and our children.”

      He glared at the wolves surrounding him, as if daring anybody to pose a challenge. Then he gave a recap of the situation for the benefit of all those who might not have yet heard the full story—the discovery of the hunters and how they had already infiltrated or destroyed an unknown number of lairs. During our journey gathering all these wolves together, at least we knew now that the hunters had not spread quite as far as I had feared. They had reached my own lair, and possibly all nearby, but it seemed they hadn’t ventured much further than that. This gave us hope.

      My uncle went on, “Thus, the challenge before us is to drive them from our land, and with such force that they will never dare return. This is our country. Our habitat. Our home. They may have fire-breathing monsters, but they are still out of their element. If we hit them now with all our strength, nothing is impossible.”

      He paused, letting his words linger in the airy cavern. Uncertain murmurs swept around the room, then died down as Sergius ordered the various packs to begin discussing amongst themselves for the next hour, after which he would request each of the leaders to present their ideas.

      And so the hall broke out in discussion. I looked to Victoria, whose eyes were still fixed on my uncle, and wondered what she was thinking. She and her family had more experience with these men than we did.

      “If only I could get help from The Shade.” She sighed. “I’m sure I would be able to persuade my people to help you guys in some way.”

      I scowled inwardly. I believed that many of these wolves would be too proud to accept Victoria and her people’s help in fighting for our country, even if they were offered it.

      But that would not stop me from accepting it. If we could get help from The Shade, I could splinter from these wolves, who were as good as strangers to me anyway, and forge ahead in a separate attack with Victoria’s people.

      I thought back to the one gate that we knew still existed—the gate situated within the hunters’ compound. After my escape, I was sure that they would have doubled down on security. Even roaming within the perimeter of their base would be risking our lives, let alone attempting to actually climb down into it and reach the portal. And then, even if we managed to leap through it, there was the matter of what we might meet with on the other side. What if there were more hunters and mutants roaming that jungle now? It was so close to their base. There were simply too many things that could go wrong with that plan. I could not entertain it. If it was only my own life on the line, I might’ve risked it. But not with Victoria.

      The two of us passed the next hour in mostly silence as I lost myself in my own thoughts. Then Sergius called for the chieftains to step into the center one by one and pose their suggestions to the assembly.

      Weldon came first. His suggestion was fire. Hurling a storm of burning arrows over their fence, burning the entire wood down where the hunters were located, if need be. I grimaced. Fire had been one of the first methods that had occurred to me when I first started pondering this issue. But I was not naïve enough to think that it would be as simple as Weldon made out. Not after my brief venture into hunter territory.

      They were surrounded by fire-breathing creatures, and hence were also equipped with the means to put out fires. They would be fools if they weren’t. The moment they detected the fire starting, they would use their technology to put it out. We would also be utterly stupid to think that we could creep up on them unawares. They had guards—and mutants—roaming the facility. And by now, for all we know, they could have installed more “alarms”, as Victoria had called those magical devices.

      Despite all the obstacles I foresaw, there was much nodding and murmuring of agreement to the idea of fire. I bit down on my lip, resisting the urge to point out the many obstacles in the plan. Right now was not the time to discuss detailed strategy anyway. That would come later, once the wolves had agreed on the general way forward.

      The next leader who stepped forward—of the Kaelin clan—suggested an all-out, physical attack. All of us would gather and launch into the base at once, swarming their compound and buildings and flooding them. In some ways, this was a savvier idea than relying on fire. If all of us launched at once, we would not be as easily put out as fire. However, this idea would result in a staggering number of casualties. I had seen those mutants they kept with my own eyes. A werewolf was simply no match for one. How could even the strongest wolf be a threat, when the mutants could fly and breathe fire? The only thing a werewolf could do in the face of such a creature was run.

      Next came the Cuthral leader’s suggestion. His I found to be the most interesting so far, though I could not quite see how it would ever work. He suggested that we contrive a way to bait a large number of hunters away, rendering the base more empty and vulnerable to an attack. I was not the only one who found this idea interesting, but when asked, the Cuthral leader could not provide any details regarding how we would do it. He said that we would need to discuss it further amongst ourselves.

      The suggestions that followed his were mostly repeats of the first three, and those that weren’t went gradually downhill in quality, until it got to the point where some ideas became so far-fetched that I wondered whether some chiefs were putting forward ideas simply to be contrary to the others.

      Once every tribe had finished putting forward their suggestions, it was time for Sergius and Brucella’s. Sergius claimed that they were torn between the idea of fire and baiting the hunters into a trap.

      Sergius then announced that we all had another half an hour to think everything over before deciding which route to vote for deeper discussion. When it came time, I raised my paw in favor of baiting. And I was not alone in this. The majority of the hall elected to discuss this route. It was hardly a surprise that the Kaelins’ suggestion of a brute-force attack was the least popular; everyone knew that it would lead to an unthinkable amount of bloodshed.

      Thus Sergius announced baiting as our topic of exploration. As conversation broke out in the hall again, so did the bickering. Nobody could agree on any particular way of going about it, and to me, everyone’s suggestions seemed doomed to failure. As the hall again descended into chaos, with some wolves even beginning to arch their backs and snarl at the differences of opinion, Dane’s voice boomed out around the hall, so loud and pervasive that it stunned everyone into silence.

      “We already have a hunter in our midst! Why don’t we just ask her?”

      Victoria’s breath hitched. My eyes froze on the man. He had swiveled in his seat and now was gazing directly up at our balcony. Directly up at her. I wasn’t even sure how he knew that we were up here. From the corner of his cunning eye, he must’ve seen us enter the stairwell.

      Every other wolf in the hall followed Dane’s gaze, all of them on Victoria, as she stood, staring down at them.

      My blood was boiling. How dare he. I had already explained countless times throughout our journey to various wolves who had asked about Victoria that she was not a hunter, and that she had no affiliation with them whatsoever other than the fact that she was a human. I’d told them that she was from The Shade and her people disagreed with everything that the hunters stood for. Still, she had received suspicious glares from them, which had been yet another reason why I had been anxious to keep her up in the trees at night and distance ourselves from the other wolves.

      And now here Dane was, stirring up the storm of doubt that I had fought so hard to quell.

      Victoria took a step back, the blood draining from her face.

      “She is not a hunter!” I bellowed down.

      “How do you know she is not one?” Dane asked, finally having the courage to look at me directly. The challenging tone of his voice brought me to the edge. It was a good thing that I was not down there with him, because I might not have been able to restrain myself from flying at his throat.

      “An absurd question,” I shot back down. “In making such a wild accusation, the onus is on you to prove that she is one.” I tore my eyes away from Dane, and addressed the rest of the assembly. “As I have already explained to many of you, Ms. Vaughn lives in The Shade. Her parents are supernaturals, as are all of her family.”

      I couldn’t stand the doubt in the wolves’ eyes—doubt instilled by Dane’s injurious statement. I glared at my aunt sitting next to him. Fury welled within me at the look of smugness on her face. I was sure that she had something to do with Dane’s behavior.

      I continued glaring down at the wolves until finally, they turned away. Sergius drew their attention back to him by saying, “I fully believe that my nephew speaks the truth.” I had never felt more grateful to him than in that moment. “I request that we turn our thoughts away from the human and return to the matter at hand. Let us resume our discussion, but this time without arguments. Remember, no matter what differences exist between us, we are all in this together.”

      I caught Brucella scowling at her husband for his prompt change of subject. I was just relieved that the wolves were no longer glaring up at Victoria. For several tense moments, I had been terrified that they might all come rushing up to her in a rage. I might be strong, but I wouldn’t last five minutes if this crowd washed over us. I would be ripped to shreds and so would Victoria… if Dane didn’t have something else in mind for her first.

      As the wolves continued the discussion, despite my uncle’s request, more arguments broke out again. By the end of the night, we were still no further forward. No suggestions were put forward that had any legs whatsoever.

      Then Sergius called the meeting to a close. “The meeting is adjourned until morning! We will take a break for rest and contemplation, but by noon tomorrow, we must have settled on a plan.”

      With that, he and the other chiefs left the center of the room and mingled with the crowd.

      Wolves began piling out of the hall and back along the corridor toward the residential quarters. I hung back with Victoria for a while until the room became a little emptier. Then Victoria climbed on my back and we made our way down the staircase. I sped up as we reached the ground level and bounded toward the exit before making my way as quickly as possible back to our chamber.

      Victoria had almost closed the door behind us when a heavy paw jammed it open. Growling, I nudged Victoria backward. It was Brucella in our doorway. Behind her was another wolf—another female—whom I did not recognize.

      “I have some good news for you,” Brucella said.

      “What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes on her. I wasn’t sure if I had ever received good news from Brucella.

      “I was just speaking to Ethel Krepler here.” The Kreplers had been gathered by a different tribe, and I hadn’t yet gotten the opportunity to speak to any of them. “She informed me of something incredibly interesting… a hidden portal. To the human realm. Only about a mile away from Rock Hall.”

      My jaw dropped. I felt winded, like I’d just been punched in the gut.

      Brucella went on, “Ethel says that our ancient ancestors were aware of it, but hardly any wolves know about it these days. Though it is knowledge that has been passed down through the Krepler family for decades.”

      My mouth had lost all moisture. A portal. So near? My first and only instinct was to immediately discount my aunt’s words. As selfish as it was, I didn’t want to believe that her words were true… I didn’t want Victoria to leave.

      I turned on Ethel. “Is this true?” I asked hoarsely.

      “It is,” she replied.

      “We can all go there now if you like,” Brucella added, “and take your human friend back. There is no point doubting us, Bastien, when you can come and see it for yourself. In fact, you two could go alone. I can describe to you the exact location. Head out of the entrance and take a right turn. Walk until you see a tight cluster of five oak trees. At this point, climb the mountain immediately next to you, right to the top; you’ll reach an overhanging ledge, above which you will find the portal. It’s very simple really.”

      “Where does it lead?” I shot the question at Ethel.

      “Last time I ventured down there,” Ethel replied, “about four weeks ago, it led to the interior of a gated city. A human settlement. Where exactly on Earth, I am not sure.”

      “But from there I’m sure Victoria could find a way back to her island,” Brucella went on.

      My gaze turned slowly and reluctantly on Victoria herself. She was looking quite speechless, almost breathless. Her cherry lips were parted as she stared at Brucella and Ethel.

      “We could go and check it,” she said slowly, running a tongue along her lower lip. “If it really does lead to a city, I would try to contact the authorities and get in touch with The Shade. I’m sure that eventually I would figure out a way to get back.” She paused, her blue eyes rising to meet mine. “But I need some closure, Bastien. I need to know what’s going to happen to you and your people while I’m gone.” She swallowed. “I would like to stay until tomorrow, when your plans will be finalized.”

      The idea that we had a few more hours before she left was somewhat comforting. But as with all things temporary, I knew those hours would be hard to truly enjoy.

      I turned back to my aunt. “You heard Victoria. We will take her there tomorrow.” When I can check for myself if there really is a gate there and this isn’t some kind of ruse to separate me from Victoria. I was still selfishly hoping that this would be the case. But I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that Brucella had been telling the truth. What would be the point in lying when she was inviting me to see for myself? I had little doubt that there really was a gate there… and that this would be the last night I spent with Victoria.

      With a curt nod, my aunt backed out of the doorway with Ethel. Venting frustration, I rammed my head against the door, slamming it shut after them.

      Breathing heavily, I padded over to the corner of the room, where I had left my satchel. For these last few hours that I had with Victoria, I wanted to be a man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victoria

        

      

    
    
      I was still grappling with my emotions as Bastien stooped to his satchel and withdrew a fresh set of clothes. I turned around, my eyes fixed on the wall so that he could shift and change.

      A part of me was jumping for joy at the thought of finally discovering a portal—a way out of this strange, perilous realm—and one so nearby. Another part of me was aching.

      “You can turn around.” Bastien spoke behind me.

      I turned to see him standing near the wall. Bastien, the man. Rugged. Wild. Fierce… Yet unworldly. Wide-eyed. Pure. Memories of the days we’d spent together flashed through my mind.

      The fear that I might never see him again after tomorrow was eating away at me.

      “You could come back with me,” I whispered, as I moved forward to close the distance between us. I was already anticipating his answer.

      He reached for my hands. Engulfing them in his large palms, he gazed down at me, somber. “I cannot leave my homeland, Victoria. Not at a time like this. Not without a guarantee that your people would even help us. Maybe you will go and come back… But maybe you won’t.”

      I squeezed his hands. “I promise you, Bastien. I will do all within my power to return with help.” I just prayed that while I was gone… I drew in a deep breath. That while I’m gone, something won’t happen to him.

      God, why am I feeling so choked up?

      Bastien nodded, though his mood did not lighten in the slightest. We moved to one corner of the room, where we sat down, our backs leaning against the wall. I suddenly wished that he would pull me closer. That he would hold me. Hug me, even. I wanted to feel connected before we broke apart completely.

      I nestled closer against him, leaning my head against his shoulder and guiding his arm to rest around my waist, until I felt surrounded by him.

      Then we sat in silence, listening to the footsteps in the corridor outside gradually becoming quieter and quieter until it sounded like almost everybody had retired. Still the two of us sat, Bastien’s fingers curved and gently brushing against the side of my stomach where they rested, while every so often I would reach out to squeeze his hand. I did not want him to think that I had fallen asleep. I wanted him to know that I was here, if he wanted to talk about anything.

      But he remained quiet. I could only guess what was going through his mind.

      

      As early morning drew in, a sharp rapping sounded against the door. I sat bolt upright, while Bastien sprang to his feet.

      “Who could that be?” I whispered. Could that be Brucella again, at this hour? Or maybe even Dane? I picked myself up off the floor and huddled in a corner as Bastien moved to open the door. He opened it ever so slightly, and then, to my surprise, he asked, “Who are you?”

      Who is there?

      I tried to peer over his shoulder, but Bastien was simply too tall and broad for me to glimpse who was standing in the doorway.

      Then, to my shock, a familiar voice replied, “Micah. Originally of the Kaelin tribe. And this is a witch, Corrine. I suggest you hand over Victoria now, lest you sorely regret it.”

      Bastien stepped backward and looked at me questioningly. My eyes immediately shot to the doorway to see Micah standing there in his wolf form with Corrine.

      “Oh, my God!” I practically squealed. Had the tracker in my jacket been working after all? If so, how come it had taken them so long to locate me? I could hardly bring myself to ponder the questions though as relief rolled over me in waves. I ushered them inside.

      I flung myself into Corrine’s arms. She held me close and kissed my cheeks. “You’ve no idea how relieved I am to find you safe, darling. Your parents are waiting outside, along with Derek, Sofia and a bunch of others.”

      Thank goodness.

      “What has this man been doing to you?” Corrine hissed, her eyes narrowing on Bastien.

      “What do you mean?” I shot back. “Nothing! He’s been keeping me safe all this time. If it weren’t for him, I would have been caught by the hunters— or in the belly of a wolf—by now.”

      Corrine frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Bastien is a good, kind man!”

      “Hm, odd,” Corrine muttered.

      “Why would you think otherwise?”

      Corrine shook her head wearily. “That’s an explanation your parents will no doubt give you.” She turned on Bastien. “So who is Bastien really?” she asked, hands on her hips.

      “Bastien Blackhall,” I replied. “A werewolf, and the only reason I’m alive still.”

      “Are you really a werewolf?” Corrine asked Bastien. “How come you don’t shift at night?”

      “I am a werewolf,” he replied, stoic. “But I was born… a little different.”

      Corrine sighed. “Well, whatever you are, I suppose I should thank you for keeping this girl safe.” She reached out and took my hand. “Now, let’s get you back to your parents.”

      “Wait!” I said, pulling my hand away from Corrine, afraid she’d suddenly vanish me. “We need to help Bastien and his people. This realm needs the League’s help. Bastien,” I said, turning to him. “You should come with me to meet my family.”

      He hesitated, looked uncertainly from Corrine to Micah. But then he nodded. Corrine also still looked hesitant about Bastien, but she grabbed hold of my and his hand, while I touched Micah’s head, and a second later we had all vanished from the small, dim chamber.

      

      I was positively trembling with excitement as we emerged in the woods. Standing right in front of us in a clearing was a crowd of heartwarmingly familiar people. My parents, Uncle Derek, Aunt Sofia, Ben, Rose, Grace, Heath, among other loved ones. Grace and Heath are safe! Forgetting all about my injured ankle, I jerked forward and threw myself first into the arms of my mother and father.

      “Thank God you’re all right, honey,” my mother said, squeezing me hard.

      “And thank heavens you kept your jacket with you,” my father added.

      “What happened to you, Vicky?” Derek asked.

      I waited until I’d hugged everyone before replying. I glanced back at Bastien, who was still looking cautious as he gazed at this crowd of strangers. I took his hand and brought him forward to introduce him. Like Corrine, they too suspected he’d kidnapped and had been abusing me in some way. I quickly quelled their misconceptions as I’d done the witch’s, before they explained to me the reason they’d thought Bastien was a scoundrel. Detrius. My blood boiled at the thought of that man badmouthing Bastien even now, after everything he’d done.

      Then Corrine made me sit down so she could tend to my ankle while I recounted everything that had happened since we parted ways. I put particular emphasis on how much Bastien had helped me, as well as in describing the atrocities the hunters were committing in this realm. I concluded, “We must help these wolves defend their land against the hunters. It’s barbaric what they are doing.”

      Uncle Derek and Ben exchanged glances.

      “Tomorrow the wolves will hold a final meeting before choosing a course of action. They’re desperate, and the ideas they shared earlier tonight all sounded shaky. You should attend the meeting and offer to help,” I pressed.

      Bastien cleared his throat before anyone else could respond. “Victoria, I don’t know how open the assembly will be to outside help, especially help from vampires—despite how desperately we need it. That said, it would be sheer foolishness to not try to convince them. We will be far stronger together.” He looked straight at Derek. “Sir, if you are really willing to help us, I will go to speak to my uncle immediately so that he can converse with the other tribes and see where they stand on the matter.”

      I looked with wide eyes and hopeful expectation toward my parents, Derek and Ben. To my relief, Uncle Derek replied, “We would be willing to attend the meeting and see if there is a way we can assist you.”

      Bastien’s eyes glistened with gratitude. “Thank you,” he breathed. “Thank you.”
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      As I left Victoria with her family, it was the strangest feeling to be walking away from her. I’d gotten so used to her being by my side. I had been with her nonstop of late, with barely even a minute apart.

      At least now I might not have to watch her go so soon.

      After Derek Novak’s agreement to help us, I needed to immediately speak with Sergius. Shunning aside the anger that still traced my mind after learning about Detrius’ lies, I sped up to a run and entered the tunnel leading to Rock Hall. Let him and his blind father rot in that mountain. I have found better company to keep.

      I wound around the tunnel and raced to the residential quarters. I realized only now that I did not know exactly where Sergius and Brucella were staying, so I was forced to knock on several doors—thankfully none of them inhabited by Bonereavers—until I found my way to their room. I could hear their voices behind the door. I was glad that I would not be forced to wake them. I knocked loudly three times.

      “Come in,” came Sergius’ growl.

      I entered to find my uncle and aunt resting on the floor. They shared the same look of surprise on seeing me. Then Brucella’s eyes lit up. “Has your friend changed her mind? Would she like to return to the portal sooner?”

      I gave her a dark look before shaking my head. “No. There has been a change of plan. Her family from The Shade has arrived. About an hour ago. They have agreed to help us come to a—”

      Brucella leapt to her feet, looking stunned. “What?”

      “We have help,” I said, trying to keep my calm. “From The Shade. They’re willing to attend our final meeting tomorrow morning and help us find a viable solution.”

      “How can you trust them so easily?” Brucella hissed.

      I gritted my teeth, wishing she would keep her mouth shut. “I already assured you that Victoria has no connection to the hunters, and neither does her family.”

      “They could be in alliance with the hunters, for all we know,” she pressed. “And why would they offer their help to start with?” She turned on Sergius. “I don’t feel comfortable with this, Sergius.”

      I gaped at Brucella. Is this still all about separating Victoria from me? As desperate as she was to marry her daughter off to me, I had not thought that she would stoop this low. We wolves were in dire need of a solution—something we were clearly inadequate at finding on our own, to say the least. The League would be invaluable to us. They had witches and dragons, amongst many others who could assist us in battle. I couldn’t believe that she was letting her bias against Victoria get in the way of even this.

      Drawing my eyes away from her, I set them on my uncle. I looked at him with urgency, praying that he would see sense.

      “Uncle?” I said, deadly serious.

      He grunted, before rising to his feet alongside his wife.

      “Don’t you agree with me?” Brucella demanded of her husband. “How can we trust these people? The Shade could very well have some incentive or other to be in alliance with the hunters. I have tolerated this one girl for long enough, seeing as Bastien was so adamant about trusting and keeping her. But she has just been one weak little human girl. Now we are talking about allowing a whole group of supernaturals with powers and strength superior to even ours into our midst. I repeat: Why would they help us in the first place? Who does something for nothing?”

      “Evidently not you,” I blurted, unable to calm my rising temper. “Hence you’re incapable of conceiving that some people in this world are decent and kind and giving!” I tried to steady my breathing, surprised at the passion with which I spoke about the strangers I didn’t even know. I realized I was just describing Victoria. And from everything she had told me about her family, I doubted that apple had fallen far from the tree.

      Before Brucella could retort or admonish me, my uncle spoke. “I agree with Bastien.” A wave of relief rolled over me, even as Brucella glowered at her husband. “At a time like this,” he went on, “we have to take some risks.”

      Finally. It was a refreshing change to see him standing up to his boisterous wife. How I wish he’d do it more often.

      “But Sergius—” Brucella fumed.

      “Quiet, Brucella!” Sergius growled. “Bastien is right. We would all be fools to turn down this offer.”

      Brucella let out a snarl of frustration before storming out of the chamber, leaving Sergius and me alone.

      My uncle shook his head wearily, scowling toward the direction of the open door. Then he said, “I will talk to the other wolves immediately and do all that I can to make them see sense, too.”
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      After Bastien left, my parents explained exactly how they had managed to find me. Since the tracker in my jacket was not designed for the supernatural realm, I’d feared that it would not work at all. But it had worked, albeit intermittently. That was why it had taken so long for them to locate me.

      As Grace and Heath told me how they’d escaped, it felt like a huge weight being lifted off my shoulders. I had worried about them so intensely during our time apart, I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d developed an ulcer.

      Arwen approached and grinned down at me. “So do ya still think it was a good idea to free that hunk?”

      I smirked, although looking back on it, I couldn’t say that I would’ve done anything differently. Bastien was a beast of the wild. He hadn’t belonged in that cage… Just as he doesn’t belong in the cage Brucella is trying to lure him into.

      Once Corrine had finished with my ankle, all the pain had vanished. I was able to stand and walk around normally, without needing to hobble.

      Then I cuddled up to my mother again. As we stood together, I closed my eyes and buried my head against her chest. With her arms wrapped around me, it felt like I was back home already. I was safe, secure, in our own little bubble. And for the first time, I actually felt optimistic about the wolves’ situation.

      Our obstructing the hunters here would undoubtedly lead to tension back on Earth, but then, from what my family had just told me, they’d already aggravated the hunters back at their base. The hunters already knew that we were here. Besides, we could not just stand by and watch them get away with this. Why should humans be more deserving of the League’s protection than wolves, who weren’t much less vulnerable against the mutants? The wolves who had entered the human realm to cause trouble had nothing to do with the wolves living their lives in The Woodlands. They were different people—different tribes—just as we were different from the hunters.

      Of course, there was also another reason for my lightness of mood. And that reason’s name began with B. My hunky werewolf friend. I grinned to myself. I don’t have to leave him so soon.

      Speak of the devil…

      I caught sight of Bastien emerging from the tunnel entrance. As he sprinted toward us, his black curling hair ruffling in the breeze, I felt an unexpected surge of butterflies in my stomach. Butterflies. Those aren’t something you typically get with friends, are they?

      I left my mother and approached him as he arrived in the clearing. “What happened?” I asked.

      “My uncle is speaking with the chieftains,” he replied. “I requested him to come out here and inform us once he has news.” His eyes fell to my ankle. “You’re walking normally now,” he remarked.

      I smiled. “Corrine fixed it.” As I said the words, an idea occurred to me. “Hey, why don’t we go check out that gate while we’re waiting for Sergius? Brucella already told you its location. That’s the gate we would all have to pass through in order to return to The Shade and fetch more recruits. It will save time if we go check it out now rather than waiting until later.”

      “That’s a good idea,” my cousin Ben said, striding forward with the rest of them.

      But Bastien furrowed his brows, looking reluctant. “I think, until my uncle has informed the wolves of your presence and spoken with them, it’s best you all stay put here. Away from the mountain. If you were spotted, it might put some wolves on edge prematurely if they jumped to the wrong conclusion…”

      “Um, okay,” I said. “Well, you and I could just go alone? To verify that there really is a gate.”

      “That we could,” Bastien replied, his eyes twinkling. He looked quite delighted by the suggestion.

      As I turned to my parents, the last thing they wanted was to watch me leave again.

      I squeezed my mother’s hands. “Bastien will take care of me.” I flashed him a grin. “Won’t you?”

      He nodded, returning my smile. “It’s not far away from here,” he said. “I’ll be sure to bring your daughter back within half an hour. We should not stay away longer than that anyway, in case my uncle returns with news.”

      “Promise me you won’t go exploring the portal without us,” my father said, eyeing me sternly.

      “I promise,” I said. “We’ll just go to see if it really exists.”

      With that, Bastien and I set off. We left the small wooded clearing and returned to the foothills. As we moved out of sight from the others, my hand instinctively inched closer to Bastien’s until our fingertips touched. He glanced at me fleetingly before twining his fingers with mine. I bit my lip. More butterflies.

      I coughed my throat clear. “It feels so good to be walking again normally, without you having to carry me everywhere,” I said, attempting to divert my thoughts.

      “Don’t speak too soon,” he replied

      As we reached the base of the mountain, he gathered me in his arms and carried me. It would speed things up… a lot. Besides, I hadn’t exactly been eating much recently, and even if I was fueled on protein bars, there was obviously no way I could climb the mountain.

      He followed Brucella’s directions around the edge of the mountain until we reached five oak trees where, after I had shifted to his back, he immediately began to climb. Scaling the side of a mountain was no more difficult for him than scaling trees. He gripped the rocks with ease, lifting us gracefully several feet at a time.

      I hadn’t realized how high up this mountain was from the ground. I dared pry my eyes from the back of Bastien’s muscular neck to gaze around. For a few seconds, I lost my breath at the view. We were higher than the mountain I had stayed in briefly in Bastien’s lair. Higher than any treetop he had taken me to. This was the highest vantage point from which I had ever witnessed The Woodlands. Beneath the moonlight, the oceans of swaying trees looked magical. Mystical. A world of exploration. I wondered how large The Woodlands was compared to the United States or some other earthly country. And how much of it I had traversed with Bastien over the last few days.

      Bastien continued climbing until we reached the ledge Brucella had described, an overhanging plateau, which was actually much larger than I had expected it to be. Even despite my curiosity about the gate, I couldn’t stop my eyes from drifting toward the view again, now more spectacular than ever. I was not sure if I had ever witnessed stars truly glitter, but the stars in this clear sky tonight were like shimmering diamonds. It was a mild night, and even so high up, the breeze was not overbearing. It was almost pleasant.

      “Over there.” Bastien spoke behind me in a low voice. I turned to see that he was pointing about fifteen feet away from us. Etched into the ground was a circular hole. An abyss. A gate.

      So Brucella was telling the truth. It had really been her lucky day that she had met somebody who knew of a gate and she was legitimately able to get rid of me. She knew that Bastien couldn’t object lest it look like we were more than just friends.

      Friends.

      That word again.

      “I wonder if it really leads to where they say it leads,” I mumbled.

      “There would only be one way to find out,” he replied, looking at me pointedly. “And I have no intention of inciting you to disobey your parents.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We will check it out with them.”

      As we continued staring down into the portal, the silence of the mountaintop engulfed us. Then I stepped back, and we caught each other’s eye.

      “Uh, well,” he said. “We found it.”

      “Yeah,” I said faintly.

      “I suppose we should return now.” He spoke slowly, like he was wholly unenthusiastic about the suggestion.

      My eyes returned to the view. We—or rather, Bastien—had climbed all this way. It seemed a shame to leave so soon…

      “We still have some time,” I said, raising a brow. “Why don’t we sit for a while? It’s so beautiful up here.”

      “It is,” he replied, his voice a tad croaky.

      We moved closer to the edge and lowered ourselves to the ground. Sitting next to each other, I once again felt the urge to be closer to him. To feel his touch. Why do I keep wanting that?

      I resisted the urge to rest my head against his shoulder again this time, however, and instead said quietly, “I’m glad I’m not leaving so soon, Bastien.”

      His gray irises reflected the starlight as he looked deep into my eyes. He didn’t need to answer for me to see just how glad he was too.
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      A war was raging within me. A war I was losing with each moment that I stayed immersed in Victoria’s blue eyes.

      It had crept up on me like a thief in the night, this feeling in my chest. This pull toward her. This desire.

      Was this what I should be feeling for Rona?

      Was this what my father had felt for my mother?

      But this could not be. Not now, not ever. It was wrong on every level. More than wrong. It was fatal.

      As eager as I had been to steal some time alone with Victoria this evening, now I was terrified. And yet, as I beheld her beautiful face, it was a terror I could not pull myself away from. I was losing myself to something. And it was swallowing me fast.

      I drank in her appearance like a dying man. Her sparkling eyes, her rounded nose, her soft cheeks, her full lips. I had always found her lips beautiful but now… I wanted to touch them. I wanted to feel them. I wanted to know what they tasted like. I wanted to delve my fingers into her dark hair, explore every curve of her body.

      An uncontrollable surge of longing coursed through me. I barely even heard her as she spoke to me. Her words were like echoes in my head, distant, far away. It felt like the world around me could disappear and I wouldn’t notice.

      “Bastien,” I vaguely heard her whisper. “What are you thinking?”

      That was my problem. I was not thinking. I’d lost my mental faculties. All I could do was feel.

      But feeling wasn’t enough. I needed to reach out and pluck those cherry lips. I needed to…

      The next thing I knew, my hands had moved to her face and my lips were on hers. Her breath hitched, but then her arms were sliding around my neck, closing the gap between our chests. Passion already burned through my veins, and her gesture set me alight. She wanted this, needed this, just as much as I did. All I was aware of was the blood pounding in my ears, Victoria’s soft ivory skin beneath my fingertips, her scent and taste beguiling my senses, the way her bosom heaved with uneven breathing. I wanted to possess her. Every part of her. Kiss every inch of skin that I could reach between her clothes…

      I was not sure how we would have ever stopped kissing, or how deep I might have lost myself in her on that mountaintop, had the howling of two wolves not pierced the night.
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      I supposed, deep down, Bastien and I had sensed all along that we were on a collision course. Others like Brucella had just seen the end before we had.

      Bastien had known the fatality of that kiss. And yet, as he crushed his lips against mine with hooded eyes, he barely seemed cognizant. He kissed me slowly at first, his lips taking time to explore the contours of mine before his breathing became heavier, his caress more demanding. He claimed my mouth fully, marking his territory.

      My mind had gone long past reasoning, too. My vision was still blurry when Bastien’s lips unclasped from mine, my mouth tingling from the force of his kiss.

      Was that howling we just heard? I wondered, trying to piece the fragments of my intoxicated mind together. It sounded like it had come from the cluster of boulders above us.

      Everything after that was a blur of confusion to me.

      For the first time, Bastien swore. He grabbed me and flung me over his shoulder, and then he was heading for the portal.

      “Wait!” I gasped. “Bastien!”

      What’s he doing? Is he going to drop me through the portal?

      If that had been his intention, he never got the chance. Two wolves bounded down from the boulders—a large light brown wolf, Brucella, and a muscular darker brown wolf, Dane. A part of me was hardly even surprised to see them here. We had already had reason to believe Bastien was being stalked at every opportunity. They had just been waiting for us to slip up.

      I guessed they had followed him out here from the mountain. Bastien should have noticed, and perhaps he would have, had we not been so wrapped up in each other.

      Brucella and Dane positioned themselves directly in front of the portal, blocking our way.

      “You have gone too far with this wench, Bastien,” Brucella hissed. “I will not have you make a mockery of my daughter and our family!”

      “Time for some fresh human meat,” Dane snarled, a malicious glint in his eye.

      They launched at us. Bastien bolted backward and leapt without warning, sending us into a heart-stopping freefall off the cliff. Wind sliced past my ears. Then, with a violent jolt, we came to a stop about ten feet above the ground. Bastien had managed to stall us with a single arm, grabbing hold of a sturdy branch. I glanced back up at the mountain. My blood ran cold at the sight of Dane and Brucella thundering down.

      “Hurry!” I breathed.

      After shifting me to his back, Bastien began leaping from branch to branch. The wolves were almost directly beneath us by now, gnashing their jaws and growling.

      “End this chase now, Bastien!” Brucella called up. “I promise, Dane will make it less painful for her if you do.”

      Bastien’s gray eyes shone with panic. A sheen of sweat lined his forehead as he swung forward at breakneck speed.

      We have to reach my family.

      “Mom! Dad! Guys! Help!” I screamed, or at least, tried to scream. My throat had become so hoarse, my cry came out as a rasp.

      Then, to my horror, Bastien faltered. Taking a misstep, he slipped from the branch. We both went crashing down to several layers of foliage beneath, where he managed to secure us again. Barely aware of my cuts and bruises, I was in a state of shock. Not from the fall, but from Bastien’s blunder. In all the traveling we’d done together, I had never once seen him falter.

      It seemed that this was a night destined—or doomed—for first times.

      I could only think that he was in such a state of panic, it was impairing his calculation of distances. But witnessing Bastien’s fallibility shook me. For some reason, it disturbed me even more than the sound that had started beneath us.

      The sound of nails clawing up the tree.

      By the time my limbs had recovered enough to climb onto his back again, it was too late. With terrifying strength, the wolves had managed to pull themselves up the trunk and onto our level. Bastien leapt upward and swung me to the top of the tree until my head broke out through the roof of leaves, emerging beneath the stars.

      “They will only keep chasing us,” he breathed, his eyes boring into mine. “Keep shouting while I head them off.”

      Before I could react, his body began to shift into a beast and he left me.

      Coughing, I tried desperately to strengthen my voice before bellowing into the night for my family. For my parents, aunt, uncles, anyone to come and help. My insides churned at the sound of struggle beneath me.

      As I swiveled about, gazing around the woods and screaming in panic, I caught sight of something in the sky. A sight that made my throat cramp up. The glimmering heavens which, only less than half an hour ago, had been a sight of sheer wonder, now struck me with utter terror. Looming on the horizon and traveling with hair-raising speed was a dark cloud of glinting scales and talons.

      A colossal horde of mutants.

      “Mutants!” I rasped. “There are mutants! In the sky! Heading this way!” My voice rang out louder this time. Loud enough to arrest the wolves battling beneath me. Branches creaked and Bastien’s silky head emerged through the leaves, Dane and Brucella poking their heads out about fifteen feet away. All eyes fixed on the dark cloud of mutants. They looked harrowingly closer than even just a few seconds ago, and were they wearing saddles? Were those hunters riding on their backs?

      Oh, God.

      How are they here? How could they have known to head this way?

      “I knew it!” Brucella shrieked, her and Dane’s attention shooting back to me. “Bastien, you fool. Tell me at least that you see it now! She was on their side all along! And now she’s led them to us, striking in the dead of night, while most of us are resting and vulnerable.”

      “No!” I gasped.

      “I had a bad feeling about all of this.” Brucella steamrolled over me. “As soon as we gather the strongest and most influential wolves of our land all in one place—the very backbone of The Woodlands—first comes the magical arrival of her so-called family from The Shade, and now these hunters, barely a few hours apart!” Her harsh eyes drilled holes into mine. “All of this was planned, wasn’t it, you little hussy?”

      “No!” I shouted, the blood boiling in my cheeks. “I swear, it’s not true!”

      As I locked eyes with Bastien, the expression on his face knocked the breath out of me. Gone was the warmth I was accustomed to seeing in his eyes whenever he looked at me. In its place was doubt. Cold, hard doubt.

      “You know it’s not true, Bastien!” I pleaded. My hands were shaking. I wished he were a man right now so I could grip his shoulders and shake him.

      How can he think I would betray him? The answer to that question chilled me. I was not blind. I knew what this looked like. I myself could not even offer an explanation as to how these hunters had arrived.

      I just needed time to get through to him. But time was the last thing we had.

      A chorus of demonic screeching pierced our eardrums. The mutants were too close now. Fire began to billow from their mouths, scorching the trees beneath them and setting them alight as they hurtled forward.

      “Cast her aside, Bastien!” Brucella roared, even as she began wading across the tree toward us. “You are meant for more than her.”

      I never got the chance to discover whether Bastien would have still fought for me.

      As Brucella came within four feet of reaching us, in an aura of pale orange, my cousin Ben arrived at my side. His mouth was grim and set as he wrapped his arms around me. He swiped me away from the tree and lifted me into the air.

      “Bastien!” I cried down, even as Ben carried me further.

      With snarls of frustration, Brucella and Dane began retreating, scurrying away from the blaze the mutants would soon engulf the tree in.

      But Bastien remained perched in that treetop, head turned toward me, eyes dazed and glazed, until Ben swept me out of sight.
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      I felt bewildered as to how the hunters had known to come here, but when Ben returned carrying my niece, we had to leave.

      Victoria begged our five witches to do something to help, but she was out of her mind in panic. We didn’t have enough time, enough warning. God knew how many hundreds—maybe even thousands— of mutants had flocked in the sky and were but moments from devouring our part of the woods.

      “Where is the gate, Vicky?” I asked, gripping her shoulders.

      “On the other side of the mountain,” she croaked. “There are five oak trees. Above them is a plateau. But Uncle, please! We have to help Bastien! He was still in the treetops!”

      “I’ll go,” Kailyn said. “I’ll join you by the portal.” She lifted into the air and hurtled away toward where Victoria was pointing.

      Our witches vanished the rest of us to the other side of the mountain, where we located the gate. My niece was practically trembling as we gazed out from this vantage point. The sea of trees had become a blazing ocean of fire.

      Anger coursed through my veins. These hunters have lost their damn minds!

      I caught sight of Kailyn shooting toward us, empty-handed.

      “There was too much fire for me to see anything,” Kailyn panted, landing. “I’m so sorry, Victoria.”

      Victoria looked like she’d been winded as Xavier caught her by her midriff and carried her to the edge of the gate. He leapt through with her, and the rest of us tumbled in after them.

      On the other side, we landed in a field of wheat, bordered by low, oblong buildings. We were on the outskirts of some kind of walled human settlement, no doubt. But we had no time to ponder where in the world we might be. I just ordered the witches, “Take us back to The Shade.”

      

      “How did it happen?” Vicky asked shakily, as we reappeared at the end of the Port’s jetty. “How did the hunters know to come?”

      I didn’t have the slightest clue. Neither did anyone else.

      But before any of us could start coming up with speculations, Victoria gasped. “Oh my,” she said softly. “Wh-When you visited Bastien’s cousin…” She gulped. “Could he have tagged you in any way?”

      “Tagged us?” Vivienne frowned.

      “Planted a tracker with you?” Victoria pressed.

      “W-We accepted water flasks from them,” Grace blurted.

      Oh, God.

      So we did.

      A chilled silence followed.

      “Show them to me,” Victoria demanded.

      We retrieved them from our backpacks and laid them on the floor in front of her. She crouched over them and picked them up one by one, examining them closely before discarding them. When she came to Arwen’s flask, however, she pored over it much longer. Her fingers trailed along a tiny ridge that ran the circumference of the flask’s lid, a ridge so small and insignificant, one could hardly notice it. She began twisting the lid forcefully, and to my shock, it pried in half, revealing a small hollow interior, inside of which was… a tiny metal bullet. A metal bullet with a minuscule red-flashing light at either tip.

      A tracker.

      There was no way in heaven or hell we could have guessed a medieval-looking chieftain would have implanted this kind of technology in one of our water flasks. At the time, we’d had no reason to distrust his offer of something so simple and innocent as water. It was only later that Victoria had informed us that he had been compromised by the hunters. But still, I’d never thought to suspect the water flasks. I’d had far too many other things on my mind.

      Now I was cursing myself.

      “That snake of a cousin had you tracked the whole time!” Victoria exclaimed.

      The thought made me sick to my stomach. It reminded me of a time when Lucas would’ve done such a thing to me. I knew what it felt like to be on the receiving end of such deceit. I would not wish it on my worst enemy.

      I gathered up the flasks and bundled them into Ibrahim’s arms. “Destroy these,” I told him.

      “We have to go back! Now!” Victoria urged.

      “Darling,” Vivienne said, catching her hands. “We can’t just return blindly.”

      I moved to my niece and placed a kiss on her forehead. Her face and limbs were covered in cuts and bruises. The urgency in her eyes was familiar to me. I’d witnessed the same in my own daughter’s before, when she had been separated from Caleb. Something much deeper than friendship had obviously formed between her and the werewolf. “I need to gather my thoughts,” I said, addressing not just Victoria, but the whole group. “For now, go and recuperate. But be ready for my call.”

      Vivienne and Xavier escorted Victoria away, while the rest followed, leaving me and Sofia alone at the end of the jetty.

      I pulled out my phone from my back pocket and turned my attention to it. Now that we were back in the human realm, it had been buzzing constantly. When I flipped it open, I had twenty-two missed calls from Fowler. Twenty-two.

      Grimacing, I dialed Fowler’s number and put the phone on loudspeaker.

      “Novak!” Fowler picked up after half a ring. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Trespassing in IBSI headquarters? Interfering with highly sensitive operations?”

      I experienced a flood of déjà vu. Wasn’t it only a short while ago that I’d been calling him up in a rage and posing similar questions regarding Thornton and his branch?

      “While we’re asking questions,” I replied, my voice steely, “would you care to explain what exactly you and the IBSI are high on?”

      Fowler let out a breath. “Novak, we’re letting you go. All of you. Henceforward, TSL is no longer recognized or sanctioned as an official body, and you are ordered to disband immediately. Know that if you unlawfully encroach or interfere again, the IBSI have full authority to decide on the appropriate action.”

      In other words, the hunters have full sanction to kill us dirty supernaturals. Well, that wasn’t exactly new. We’d never trusted these hunters anyway.

      “This will be the last time I talk to you, Novak… You’re fired.”

      With that, he hung up the phone.

      “I honestly think those hunters are high on something,” Sofia said, still looking shaken. “The way Thornton and his people moved, and then those guys in the compound… they had agility and speed that just isn’t human. It’s like they’re on some kind of steroids.”

      I grunted. Perhaps they had managed to develop something in their labs. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      Very little could surprise me anymore.

      Although the idea that Fowler thought he could fire us made me shake my head in disbelief.

      Whatever we ended up doing next, he was in for a rude awakening…

      Because one can’t simply fire a Novak.
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